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INTRODUCTION 

I became interested in Shia-Sunni discussions a few years ago. I had a number of Shia friends, and I 
noticed that they were doing some of the Islamic rituals differently. Naturally, I developed a desire to 
“correct” their ways. However, my knowledge of the differences between the two sides was minimal. As a 
result, I saw myself pulled into one of the following topics of discussion: 

• Who was the rightful Khaliph after the death of the Prophet (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam)  
• The righteousness of the Companions after the death of the Prophet (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa 

Sallam)  
• Status of the Wives of the Prophet (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam)  
• Ashura processions and the practice of Ma’tam  
• Mutah marriage  
• Battles of Jamal and Sifeen  
• The proper way to make Wudhu, Adhan, Salat, and other Islamic rituals  

Without a doubt, the above topics are a source of Sunni-Shia discussion. Surely enough, I was drawn 
into such points of argument, and so were some of my Sunni friends who were also interested in Shia-Sunni 
dialogue. However, I never paused to consider what the main doctrinal difference between the two sides 
was. I guess I was simply too immersed in the back and forth that these discussions tend to cause to ponder 
about the “bigger picture”.  



This state of affairs continued for some time, until I met a Sunni brother through the Internet. This 
brother admitted that he had become interested in Shiaism due to the Iranian Revolution in 1979. He read a 
number of Shia books, and was on the verge of converting to the Shia faith. For the purposes of being fair 
and equitable to both sides, he started re-reading the Qur’an with an eye to see how much of it supported 
the uniquely Shia beliefs, particularly the doctrine of Imamah. 

The brother told me that he had an awakening at that stage. “I did not find Shiaism in the Qur’an”, he 
said. Then, after re-evaluating the basic principles of the Sunni and Shia faiths in light of the Qur’an, he 
decided to remain a Sunni. He still reads Shia works and discusses with Shias, but he has not gone out of 
the general criteria he set for himself with respect to choosing the correct path. 

I heard a similar line of reasoning by an Iranian convert from Shiaism to Sunnism. He had researched 
into the differences between the two faiths for five years before deciding to convert. He pointed out 
something obvious, yet not widely thought upon by Muslims: The fact that the Qur’an is the top reference 
for all of the Muslim’s disputes. If a certain belief is not strongly mentioned in the Qur’an (or is 
contradicted by the Holy Book), it is difficult for us to try to find a way for it in other Islamic literature, or 
to try to formulate it through rationalization and philosophical arguments. He also noted that the Shia, 
while concentrating a lot on Ali’s (Radhia Allahu Anhu) virtues and his supposed right to be the first 
Khaliph, do not talk much about Imamah outside of this “zone”. 

These two testimonies were quite revealing for me. While I had read about the belief of Imamah in 
Shiaism, I had not thought about this specific creed as being the centre of all differences between Sunnis 
and Shias. I had certainly not thought about comparing Imamah with the established Islamic doctrines, or 
for the need to look objectively for this dogma in the Qur’an. Perhaps the reason for this is that almost all 
Shia propaganda concentrates squarely on Ali’s (Radhia Allahu Anhu) virtues and his superiority in terms 
of Khilapha. Imamah is presented as a rational necessity and a consequence of Ali’s “appointment”, more 
than as a necessary pillar of Islamic faith. 

So I decided to look into the Shia faith from this new perspective, of whether the Qur’an supported the 
doctrine of Imamah. This work is a summary of the most important conclusions I reached while on this 
journey. I urge the reader to go through the issues raised thoughtfully and objectively. Even if a person is 
familiar with the Qur’an, and he/she is familiar with the idea of Imamah as understood in Shiaism, there 
may be relationships and issues he/she may not have been aware of before.  

Why look into Imamah as doctrine? 

Every ideology and religion rests on fundamental principles, a set of doctrines that distinguish it from other 
religions, and through which it can be identified. For example, Christianity is based, among other things, on 
the principle of substitutionary sacrifice, the doctrine that humans are too weak to redeem their own sins, 
and they need the intervention of an innocent and saintly figure who will suffer mightily so that humanity’s 
wrongdoing may be purged. Based on this idea, Christians believe that God sent his “son” (Jesus Christ, or 
Isa (Alayhi Salaam) in Islamic terminology) to die on the Cross in order to atone for the sins of all 
humanity.  

In the case of Islam, the unique feature is its doctrine of the Absolute Oneness of Allah, and its belief in 
Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) as the Last Prophet and Messenger of Allah. I say “Last”, 
because there are groups claiming that another Prophet came after Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa 
Sallam). Such groups are different religions altogether, even if some of their practices resemble those of 
Islam.  

In Shiaism, the distinguishing factor is the principle of Imamah, the Shia belief that Allah appoints and 
sends certain individuals, not as Prophets, but as “Imams” for mankind. At times these divinely appointed 



individuals may be Prophets as well, but the functions of Prophethood and Imamah are different and are 
treated as such in Shiaism. 

Every other disagreement the Shias have with the Sunnis has its roots in the Shia insistence on Imamah as a 
principle of Islam, both in belief and practice. From differing views and interpretations of history, entirely 
different systems of Ahadeeth collection and authentication, and divergent manners of performing Islamic 
practices, all these dissimilarities can be traced back to Imamah as a doctrine of the Shia faith. 

It is therefore only reasonable that the focus of any serious quest for truth would begin and end with the 
principle of Imamah in the mind of the truth-seeker.  Trying to research about the differences between 
Shias and Sunnis without considering the dogma of Imamah as the main sticking point will lead to dead 
ends and fruitless arguments.  I have personally witnessed a number of discussions that quickly descend 
into chaos because one side or the other wishes to discuss a subject of peripheral importance. 

Given these series of facts, I decided that first I had to evaluate how much magnitude was placed on this 
distinguishing belief according to the scholars of Shiaism. Likewise, I had to see what the main pillars of 
the Imamah doctrine were, what precepts Imamah in general was built on. Then I would move on to 
compare what I had found in the writings of Shia scholars with what the Qur’an said, and see how the 
correspondence between the two worked out. Given my previous knowledge of Shiaism, my task was more 
towards bringing all the bits and pieces about Imamah together rather than “starting” a research from 
scratch. Yet, I believe the mindset and approach noted above will help anyone in their quest, even if the 
person has limited knowledge on Shiaism and/or the Qur’an. 

LOOKING INTO IMAMAH IN SHIAISM 

During the time I was discussing with Shias before I began the present research, whenever the word 
“Imams” was mentioned, it would usually mean the “Divine Leaders” after the Prophet’s (Salla Allahu 
Alayhi wa Sallam) demise. According to the majority of Shias, the “12 Imams” after the death of Prophet 
Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) are[1]: 

• Ali bin Abu Talib  
• Hassan bin Ali  
• Hussain bin Ali  
• Zainul Aabideen, Ali ibn Hussain  
• Muhammad Al-Baaqir  
• Jafar As-Saadiq  
• Musa Al-Kaadhim  
• Ali Al-Ridha  
• Muhammad Al-Jawaad  
• Ali Al-Haadi  
• Hassan Al-Askari  
• Al-Mahdi, Muhammad ibn Hassan  

The Shia writings often concentrate on “proving” the Imamah of these personalities. However, I resolved to 
look beyond this level and see what the belief of Imamah was in general as far as Shiaism was concerned. 
This is so because the general concepts should be put to the test first. Only if the overall notion is correct 
can the research move on to see who occupies these posts. Of course, there will be “universal principles” of 
Imamah that can be deduced by looking at the supposed Imamah of these 12 personalities, but the main 
ideas should be clear with respect to what direction the individual’s research is to take.  

As an analogy with other faiths, Christian propaganda concentrates on the belief that Jesus Christ died on 
the cross in order to redeem the sins of humanity. As I had noted previously, this is based on the doctrine of 
“substitutionary sacrifice”, the notion that a heroic figure must suffer in order for humankind to be rescued 



from its wretched condition. Now, if this underlying ideology can be shown to be faulty, there will be no 
need to discuss whether Jesus was the specific “superhero” who came to rescue humanity. There are saintly 
figures in the beliefs of other nations and religions that fit the description of the Christian Jesus very closely 
in terms of their absolute sacrifice and heroic selflessness. Thus, it is more apt to look into the essential 
mindset that gave rise to such beliefs rather than to split hairs over the persons themselves. 

In the case of Islam, all Muslims know that Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam), Isa (Alayhi 
Salaam), Musa (Alayhi Salaam), etc. were Prophets sent by Allah to declare His Message, and no Muslim 
can reject this. However, the principle and belief in Prophethood is distinct and separate from these 
personalities. A Muslim is required to believe in Prophethood as a pillar of faith in addition to his faith in 
the specific persons who were sent by Allah as Prophets and Messengers. The Sunnis require this from 
their adherents when the belief in the Rasools of Allah is placed as a part of the “Arkan ul Iman” (Pillars of 
the Faith) in addition to the belief in Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) as the Prophet of Allah. 
Similarly, Shias list Nubuwwah as a Usul-e-Din, and the belief in Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa 
Sallam) as a Messenger of Allah is also a necessity of the Shia faith. 

The same is to be expected in the case for Imamah. That is, the specific Imams whom the Shias claim were 
appointed and sent by Allah are the rational product of the Imamah doctrine. This is a little difficult for 
some people to understand. The reason for this is that Ali, Hasan, Husayn, (Radhia Allahu Anhum) etc. are 
immediately presented in Shia propaganda as “Imams” and the discussion on the specifics of the Imamah 
doctrine (or the fact that it is a doctrine in Shiaism) are discussed much later, once the mind of the reader is 
ready to accept that the “12 Imams” are holy figures. In many works, the doctrinal nature of Imamah in 
Shiaism is not even presented as such.  

In spite of these obstacles, the researcher should do his/her utmost to separate the two and give due 
attention to each section. Realizing this crucial difference, I resolved to organize all the information I knew 
about Imamah and look at the vital aspects driving this belief. What follows is an exposition of the crucial 
precepts of Imamah as seen by Shia scholars and writers. 

Usul-e-Deen and Imamah 

In Shiaism, the matters of religion are divided into Usul-e-Deen and Furoo-e-Deen. The Usool-e-Deen are 
the principles of belief in the religion, analogous to the Pillars of Faith in Sunnism. The Furoo-e-Deen 
relates to the practices in the religion, such as prayer, fasting, pilgrimage, and so on.  

To introduce the reader to what constitutes the Usul-e-Deen in Shiaism, I will quote the following tract 
from Allamah[2] Muhammad Husayn Al kashifu'l Ghita's book “The Origin Of Shi’ite Islam and its 
Principles” (Asl ash-Shi'ah wa usuluha): 

Those matters which concern knowledge or wisdom, are called "Usul ad-din" (fundamentals of 
religion) and they are five: (1) tawhid (monotheism), (2) nubuwah (Prophethood), (3) the Imamate 
(Vicegerency), (4) 'adl (Justice) and (5) ma'ad (the Day of Judgement).[3] 

In similar fashion, the Shia scholar Muhammad Ridha Muzaffar states: “We believe that the Imamate is one 
of the fundamentals of Islam (usul ad-din), and that man's faith can never be complete without belief in 
it.”[4] 

It should be noted that Sunnis and Shias do share three tenets of belief, namely in the concepts of Tawhid, 
Nubuwah, and Ma’ad (stated as the belief in Qiyaamah in Sunni Aqeedah). While the concept of ‘Adl is 
not mentioned as such in Sunni beliefs as a cardinal point of belief, yet it can be compared to the Belief in 
Qadha and Qadr. 



The real issue of contention is with respect to Imamah. As Allamah Al kashifu'l Ghita mentions: “It is the 
question of the Imamate which distinguishes the Shi'a sect from all other sects. Other differences are not 
fundamental; they are "furu'i"”.[5] 

The statement that Imamah is one of the essential tenets and pillars of Islamic faith is of tremendous 
significance for the researcher. For if the importance of Imamah were to be equated with that of Tawhid, 
Nubuwwah, or Qiyammah, then any subsequent search and analysis would be carried out with this 
relationship in mind.  

Method of Imam’s appointment 

According to Shia ideology, only Allah has the right to decide who the Imam for a given people is. For 
example, Allamah  Musavi Lari writes in “Imamate and Leadership”: 

By contrast, the Imamate in the view of the Shi'ah is a form of divine governance, an office 
depending on appointment just like prophethood, something God bestows on exalted persons.[6] 

he also states: 

The Shi'ah are committed to the principle that the right to designate the Imam belongs exclusively 
to God, and that the people have no role to play in this respect.[7]  

Similarly, Allamah Alkashiful ghita says: 

According to the Shi'a point of view, the Imamate, like Prophethood, is divine vicegerency. Just as 
it is God Almighty Who chose one from amongst His servants for the rank of Prophethood or 
Messengership … in the same way it is God Who chooses the Imams. [8] 

Existence of an Imam more Important for Humankind than 
Existence of a Prophet 

It is also noteworthy to mention that in Imami Shia ideology, the existence of an Imam is of great 
importance, of such great relevance in fact that the world may remain without a Prophet, but Allah will not 
leave the world without an Imam. Allamah Muhammad Hussayn Tabatabai writes in his book “Shia”: 

… it is not necessary for a prophet (nabi) always to be present among mankind, but the existence 
of the Imam, who is the guardian of Divine religion, is on the contrary a continuous necessity for 
human society. Human society can never be without the figure whom Shi'ism calls the Imam 
whether or not he is recognized and known. 

… the functions of prophecy and Imamate may be joined in one person who is then appointed to 
the functions of both prophet and Imam, or to both the reception of the Divine law and its 
preservation and explanation. And sometimes they can be separated, such as in periods during 
which there is no prophet living but when there is a true Imam living among men. It is obvious 
that the number of God's prophets is limited and the prophets have not been present in every 
period and age. [9] 

Similarly, Allamah Muzaffar writes: 



… it is impossible for there to be a time without an Imam appointed by Allah, and that it makes no 
difference if human beings deny him or not, help him or not, obey him or not, or if he is absent 
from people's sight.[10] 

The Imams superiority in comparison to all Creation, the 
Shia view  

A person doing research into Shiaism will find that many Shia scholars, writers, and propagandists have 
placed the position of the “12 Imams” above that of all Prophets, with the exception of Prophet Muhammad 
(Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam). It can be said that some Shia scholars have taken a different view, as can 
be seen from the following quote: 

Sheikh Mufid[11] –Rahimahu Allah – said in the book of Maqalat: A group of Imamis 
affirmatively believe in the preference of the Imams from Ale-Muhammad (A.S) over the rest of 
the preceding Messengers and Prophets except our Prophet Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa 
Sallam), and a group of them obligated their preference over all prophets , save Uli Al-Azm (i.e 
Noah, Ibrahim, Musa, Essa, Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam)). And a group of them 
rejected both opinions and affirmatively believed that all prophets are better than the Imams 
(A.S).[12] 

It can be seen that this is a matter of Ijtihad among the Shia scholars[13]. Notwithstanding, the first view 
persists in the minds of many contemporary Shia scholars and writers, and by consequence is reflected in 
the Shia laity. I believe it is of importance for the reader to go through some of the Shia scholars and 
writers who have held the view that “The Imams are higher than all Prophets except Muhammad (Salla 
Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam)”, because it will bring to the forefront just how highly placed the position of 
Imamah is in the Shia faith.   

Testimony from Ayatullah Lankarani’s office 

This is an excerpt from a series of questions posed to the Office of the late Grand Ayatullah Mohammad 
Fazel Lankarani, and available on his official site:  

Q2: Is it of the essentials of faith to believe that Imam Ali (a.s.) is superior to all prophets? 
A2: No, it is not of the essentials of faith. 
Q3: What are the different degrees of prophethood? Imam Ali (as) is not higher in rank than 
Prophet Muhammad (saws), but he is higher than the other prophets. What is the basis of this 
claim? 
A3: Prophets can be divided into two categories: 1) The Arch-Prophets who were sent on a 
mission by Allah (swt). They are considered as the prophets of Law and religion. They include 
Noah (as), Abraham (as), Moses (as), Jesus (as) and Muhammad (saws), whose religions were 
spread in a wide area at their times. The Last Prophet, Muhammad (saws), is the last of the divine 
prophets who brought the universal religion, which will remain until the Last Day. There is no 
prophet after him. 2) The second category includes those prophets who propagated the religions of 
the Arch-Prophets. The extent of their prophethood and mission was not so great. Imam Ali (as) is 
higher in rank than other prophets, because of his Imamate, but he is not higher in rank than the 
Prophet Muhammad (saws), because Muhammad (saws) was both Prophet and Imam and he was 
the best of all creations.[14] 

As a response to the first question, the Ayatullah answers that it is not one of the essentials of the Shia faith 
to believe in the superiority of Ali (Radhia Allahu Anhu) over all Prophets. Yet, he expresses his own view 
when he says that Ali (Radhia Allahu Anhu) is higher than all Prophets except Muhammad (Salla Allahu 
Alayhi wa Sallam). It is of importance that the reason given for Ali’s (Radhia Allahu Anhu) superiority 



over all other Prophets is due to his Imamah. In addition, the reason why Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi 
wa Sallam) is higher than Ali (Radhia Allahu Anhu) is that Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) is 
also an Imam in addition to being a Prophet. This is an important part of the response, since it shows once 
again the high status Imamah enjoys in Shiaism. (The issue of Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) 
as an “Imam” will be discussed later in this work).  

Ayatullah Khomeini’s comments 

A very similar view on the superiority of Imamah in comparison to Prophethood was given by Ayatullah 
Khomeini in one of his speeches, all of which collected in the book “Hukumat- i-Islami” (Islamic 
Government). In this particular discourse, Khomeini says: 

The spiritual status of the Imam is the universal divine viceregency that is sometimes mentioned 
by the Imams (peace be upon them). It is a viceregency pertaining to the whole of creation, by 
virtue of which all the atoms in the universe humble themselves before the holder of authority. It 
is one of the essential beliefs of our Shi'i school that no one can attain the spiritual status of the 
Imams, not even the cherubim or the prophets. In fact, according to the traditions that have been 
handed down to us, the Most Noble Messenger and the Imams existed before the creation of the 
world in the form of lights situated beneath the divine throne; they were superior to other men 
even in the sperm from which they grew and in their physical composition. Their exalted station is 
limited only by the divine will, as indicated by the saying of Jibra'il recorded in the traditions on 
the mi'raj: “Were I to draw closer by as much as the breadth of a finger, surely I would burn.”[15] 

So the same basic Shia opinion is noted here: Imams have a position higher than that of Prophets. Some 
people who have read Khomeini’s work may object to this, given the translator Hamid Algar’s comment: 

The statement here that no one can attain the spiritual status of the Imams, not even the cherubim 
or the prophets thus carries the strict sense that the Imams are superior to those prophets whose 
mission lacked the dimension of governmental leadership.[16] 

However, what the translator is in fact saying is that the “12 Imams” of the Ithna Ashariyah sect are lower 
than those Prophets who were also Imams. The “12 Imams” are still higher than those Prophets who did not 
have the “dimension of governmental leadership” (i.e. they were not Imams). In essence, whether 
Ayatullah Khomeini’s statement is taken in itself or the translator’s footnote is included as scholarly 
evidence, it is still the case that the office of Imamah is higher than the office of Prophethood. 

The statement from Allamah Majlisi 

The classical encyclopaedic work of Bihar Al-Anwar written by Allamah Baqir Al-Majlisi echoes this 
same line of thinking. In it, Majlisi dedicated a completed chapter for the belief of the Imams’ superiority 
entitled: "Their preference (A.S) over the prophets and all the people etc" [Bihar Al-Anwar Vol 26, Chapter 
6]. Parts of his arguments in favour of this position are as follows, where Mullah Majlisi quotes the Shia 
Shaykh Al-Sadooq: 

" It should be believed that Allah –tala- did not create a creation better than Muhammad (Salla 
Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) and after him the Imams (A.S) and that they are the most beloved 
creation to Allah and honourable to him, and the first to believe in him when Allah –tala- took the 
covenant from the prophets in the atom (stage). And that Allah –tala- gave to every prophet based 
on his knowledge of our Prophet (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) and his early confirming of it. 
And it should be believed that Allah –tala- created all of creations for him and his Ahlul Bayt 
(A.S), and if it was not for them, he would not have created the Heavens and the Earth, Paradise or 



Hell, Adam or Eve, Angels or anything else he created, May Allah's blessings be upon all of 
them” 

 After quoting Al-Sadooq, Al-Majlisi said:  

" You should know that what he, Rahimahu Allah, mentioned of the preference of our Prophet and 
Imams (A.S) over all creation and that our Imams are higher than the rest of prophets is a matter 
that is no doubted by one who examined their traditions (A.S) on they way of submitting and truly 
believing, and the traditions to this effect are too numerous to count, we have only reported in this 
chapter a few and it is spread in chapters, especially chapter about the description of the prophets 
and their types (A.S), chapter that they (A.S) are the word of Allah, and chapter on the appearance 
of their lights and chapter that they are more knowledgeable than the prophets and chapters about 
the merits of Ameer-ul-Momineen and Fatimah (A.S), and this is the main opinions of the Imamis 
(Shia), and is only rejected by one who is ignorant about the traditions. [17]  

Shia Encyclopedia’s statement 

It is also important to consider the views of the Shia sources that try to explain Shiaism to the general 
public and validate the Shia beliefs with an eye on gaining converts. Prime among these sources is the 
online “Shia Encyclopedia”[18]. The following paragraph is taken from its “Imamat vs. Prophethood (Part 
I)” article, where it is declared: 

The Shia believe that the rank of Imamat (the position of a divinely-appointed 
leader) is higher than that of prophethood and messengership. Note that here we 
are comparing the rank of positions and not the rank of persons. As such, two 
divinely appointed Imams which both have the highest possible position from 
Allah, may have different ranks. For instance, out of the twelve Imams of Ahlul-
Bayt, Imam Ali (Alayhi Salaam) is the most virtuous. Also Prophet Muhammad 
(PBUH&HF) is more virtuous than Imam Ali (Alayhi Salaam) thought they were 
both appointed by Allah as leaders. 

In other words, Prophet Muhammad (PBUH&HF)… has the highest rank among 

mankind, and is the most virtuous creature of God and the most honoured before Allah. The above 
belief does not undermine his position since Prophet Muhammad was an Imam during his time as 
well! 

the same article also declares: 

The Shia further believe that the twelve Imams of the House of Prophet 
Muhammad have the rank higher than that of ALL the messengers (be Imam or 
not) except Prophet Muhammad (PBUH&HF). In other words, the Status of the 
successors of the Seal of the Prophets is higher than that of the successors of all 
the previous prophets. (Note that the successors of the previous Prophets were 
themselves prophets).[19] 

The statement from Peshawar Nights 



Another Shia work distributed with the intention of gaining Sunni converts to the fold of Shiaism is 
Peshawar Nights, a series of discourses that supposedly took place in 1927 between learned Sunnis and the 
Shia scholar Sultanu'l-Wa'izin Shirazi in Peshawar, Pakistan. In the Seventh Session (Heading “Since the 
holy prophet was superior to all other prophets Ali was also superior to them”) of the book, the Shia scholar 
Shirazi elucidates the Shia idea that Ali (Radhia Allahu Anhu) is held in much higher standing than even 
the Ul-il-Azm from among the Messengers. Shirazi says: 

On the 20th of Ramadhan, when Ali was on his death bed following the attack by Abdu'r-Rahman 
Ibn Muljim Muradi, he asked Imam Hasan to call in the Shia who had gathered at the door of his 
house. When they entered, they surrounded his bed and wept silently. Ali said: You may ask any 
question you like before I leave you, but your questions should be brief." One of those present was 
Sa'sa'a Bin Suwhan… 

Sa'sa'a said to Ali: "Let me know who is superior, you or Adam." The Holy Imam said: "It is not 
proper for a man to praise himself, but according to the maxim: 'Declare the blessings that Allah 
has given you,' I tell you that I am superior to Adam." When asked why this was so, Ali explained 
that Adam had every means of mercy, comfort, and blessings for him in paradise. He was asked 
simply to abstain from the forbidden food. But he could not restrain himself, and he ate from the 
tree. As a result, he was expelled from paradise. Allah did not forbid him, Ali, from eating wheat 
(which, according to Muslim belief was the forbidden 'tree'). But since he had no inclination 
towards this temporal world, he voluntarily refrained from eating wheat. (The point of Ali's 
remark was that excellence of a man before Allah lies in piety and devotion, and that the height of 
piety lies in abstaining even from what is permissible.) 

Sa'sa'a asked: "Who is superior, you or Noah?" Ali replied: "I am superior. Noah called his men to 
worship Allah, but they did not obey. Their shameful mistreatment was torture to him. He cursed 
them and invoked Allah: 'O my Lord! Leave not on the earth a single person of the unjust ones.' 
After the death of the Prophet, even though the people caused me extreme difficulty, I never 
cursed them. I suffered their torment with patience."  

Sa'sa'a asked: "Who is superior, you or Abraham?" Ali replied: "I am superior, for Abraham said: 
'My Lord! Show me how Thou Givest life to the dead.' He said: 'What! do you not believe?' He 
said: 'Yes, but that my heart may be at ease.' (2:260) My faith was such that I said: 'If the veil over 
the unseen were lifted, my faith would not increase."  

Sa'as'a asked: "Who is superior, you or Moses?" The Holy Imam replied: "I am superior, for when 
Almighty Allah ordered Moses to go to Egypt to invite Pharaoh to the truth, Moses said: 'My 
Lord! Surely I killed one of them, so I am afraid that they will slay me. And my brother Aaron, he 
is more eloquent of tongue than I. Therefore send him with me as an aide, to help me. Surely I fear 
that they will reject me." (28:33-34) The Holy Prophet ordered me, by the command of Allah, to 
go to Mecca and to recite the verses of the Chapter 'Al-Bara'a' from the top of the Ka'ba to the 
Quraish infidels. I was not afraid, even though there were few people there who had not lost a near 
relative by my sword. Obeying his order, I performed my duty alone. I recited the verses of 'Al-
Bara'a' and returned."  

Sa'sa'a asked: "Who is superior, you or Jesus?" Ali said: "I am superior, for when Mary became 
pregnant by the Grace of Allah, and the time of her delivery approached, a revelation was granted 
to her: 'Leave this holy House for this is a House for prayers, not a place for the delivery of 
children.' Accordingly, she left the holy House and went to the wilderness where she gave birth to 
Jesus. But when my mother, Fatima Bint-e-Asad, felt labour pains within the precincts of the holy 
Ka'ba, she clung to the wall and prayed to Allah in the name of that House and the builder of that 
House, to lessen her pain. Soon a crack appeared in the wall, and my mother heard a mysterious 
voice telling her, "O Fatima! Enter the House of the Ka'ba.' She went in, and I was born inside of 
the holy Ka'ba." [20] 



The same ideology can be deducted from the following statements: 

In spite of his (Ibrahim) holding the office of the prophethood he was tested and tried by Allah 
before He made him an Imam. It means that a prophet is not necessarily an Imam and Imamat is 
an office of a decidedly higher order…[21] 

Imam 'Ali and the other Imams of Ahlul Bayt are believed by the Shí'as to be higher in rank than 
all prophets and messengers except the Prophet of Islam (s.a.w.).[22] 

Denying Imamah and its consequences 

It is also important to note the statement given by many Shia scholars with respect to the one who denies 
Imamah. For example, the Shia scholar, Sheikh al-Sadooq writes: 

And our belief concerning him, who denies the Imamat to the Prince of Believers 'Ali b. Abi 
Talib, on whom be peace, and the Imams after him, is that he is the like of him who denies the 
apostleship of all the prophets, on whom be peace. And our belief concerning 

him, who believes in (the Imamat of) the Prince of Believers and denies a single one of the Imams 
after him, is that he is in the same position as one who accepts all the prophets but denies the 
apostleship of our Prophet Muhammad. And Imam Ja'far as-Sadiq said: He who denies the least 
among us is like him who denies (the claims of) the first among us. 

And the Prophet said: The Imams after me are twelve, the first of them is the Prince of Believers 
`Ali b. Abi Talib, and the last of them is the Mahdi (rightly guided), the Qa'im (the upholder of the 
true religion); obedience to them is obedience to me and disobedience to them is disobedience to 
me; and he who denies one of them has verily denied me. And Imam Ja'far as-Sadiq said: He who 
doubts in the infidelity (kufr) of our enemies who have wronged us is himself an infidel 
(kafir).[23] 

Sheikh Mufid (a student of Al-Sadooq) comments: 

There is consensus amongst the Imamiyyah that whoever denies the Imamah of anyone of the 
Imams, and denies the duty of obedience to them that Allah has decreed, that such a person is a 
kafir, misguided, and that he deserves everlasting torment in Hell.[24] 

These and similar declarations are the rational outcome of the Shia insistence on Imamah being a 
fundamental of belief and that a person’s faith is incomplete without it. Even though these declarations may 
seem to be very strong for the average Sunni, yet they form the nucleus of Shia thinking with respect to 
Imamah, and should be properly examined by the objective researcher.   

What can be concluded about Imamah in Shiaism 

Given the above citations, any person can see that the belief of Imamah is the heart of Shiaism. It can be 
correctly said that without it the Shia faith would cease to exist as a separate group, and the differences 
between Shias and Sunnis would be merely in matters of Fiqh and Islamic legislation.   

The Shia Allamah Muhammad Hussayn Tabatabai listed the necessary qualifications and qualities of an 
Imam and the office of Imamah while discussing Ayah 2:124 of the Holy Qur’an in his Tafseer Al-Mizan. 
I will present this list as a brief synopsis of what Imamah entails for Shiaism: 



First: Imamah is a Divinely-made status. 

Second: The Imam must be ma'sum, by Divine 'ismah; in other words, he must be protected by 
Allah from sins and errors. 

Third: The earth cannot remain without a rightful Imam, as long as there is a man on it. 

Fourth: It is essential for an Imam to be supported by the Divine help. 

Fifth: The deeds of the people are not hidden from the Imam. 

Sixth: The Imam must have knowledge of all that is needed by the people for their good in this 
world and the next. 

Seventh: It is impossible for any other person to surpass the Imam in any virtue.[25] 

In addition to these qualities, the following points may be added: 

·        The Imam is the tool for obeying Allah, any acts of obedience without accepting the real Imam is 
useless, and will not be accepted by Allah. 

·        According to a considerable number of Shia scholars, Imams (and the office of Imamah) have a rank 
higher than that of the prophets (and the office of Prophethood). 

These principles are among the most fundamental of Imamah according to Shiaism. They will be of 
importance when they are compared with the text and message of the Qur’an. Other scholarly Shia 
statements with respect to Imamah will also be brought up in the appropriate chapters. Notwithstanding, it 
is crucial for both the Sunni and Shia readers to realize that Imamah carries a very special meaning in the 
psyche of the Shia, and that no stone has been left unturned by Shia scholars and writers in their attempts to 
glorify and sanctify such a position. 

QUR’AN AS OUR REFERENCE 

I had been encouraged by the two Sunni brothers to look into the Qur’an as my first and primary point of 
reference when examining the doctrine of Imamah. I had not been thinking about making this sort of 
comparison before, because Shias rarely use Qur’anic Verses when trying to “prove” the doctrine of 
Imamah. There is some usage of Verses when trying to show the “superiority” of Ali and the Imams, but 
even in these cases the focus is quickly shifted to Ahadeeths. I must admit that Sunnis themselves have not 
written much on the topic of “Imamah and the Qur’an” when answering the Shia claims. Thus, I decided 
that using the Qur’an was the proper way for me to start judging the correctness of the Imamah doctrine.  

Why use the Qur’an as a first reference 

There will undoubtedly be those readers who are wondering as to why I would use the Qur’an as the main 
source of reference when discussing the Shia concept of Imamah. “Should we not refer to the Prophet’s 
Ahadeeths and historical events also?” is a common question in the minds of many people. 

In order to answer the concerns of those who may be thinking along those lines, the following points should 
be considered: 

1. The Sunni and Shia faiths have drifted apart considerably when it comes to Ahadeeth and its sciences. 
The criteria for authenticating Ahadeeth in terms of its isnad (chain of narrators), the textual acceptability 



of a given narration (adequacy of its matn), and even what constitutes a “Hadeeth”, are only some of the 
few important issues that differentiate Sunnis and Shias whenever their respective scholars study and 
examine a given narration. Such a topic may be of interest for those who have a sound footing in the 
sciences of Ahadeeth, but the bulk of Sunnis and Shias will not be able to pass correct judgements on these 
issues. 

2. In 14 centuries of Islamic history, there is no book of Ahadeeth that both Sunnis and Shias can agree to 
and say that it contains only Saheeh Ahadeeth according to their criteria. This is important to note, since 
scholars normally use a number of related Ahadeeth to interpret a given situation or to arrive at a Fiqhi 
ruling about a practice. 

In view of this reality, the “Lowest Common Denominator” should be found, a work that will be accepted 
as fully authentic in terms of its message and its integrity by both the Sunni and Shia sides. This book is, of 
course, the Noble Qur’an. Therefore, the first and most important place to look for resolving big differences 
of doctrine such as those between the Sunni and Shia faiths should be the Qur’an. 

3. It is an established fact that the Qur’an is the main and foremost source of legislation in Islam, superior 
to Ahadeeth. Thus, a given Hadeeth cannot be accepted if it goes against the meaning of a Qur’anic Verse. 
Concerning these two principles, the following Shia narrations about the overriding importance of the 
Qur’an can be presented: 

   

‘If you come across two hadiths related from us[26] then compare them with the book of Allah, 
what is in concord then take it and what is in disagreement then reject it.’ [27] 

 ‘Whatever comes to you related from us then compare it with the book of Allah, whatever is in 
concord with it then accept it and what contradicts it then reject it.’[28]  

It is the proof of Allah before His creation. He has taken from them a pledge (to act) upon it. He 
has perfected its effulgence, and completed through it His religion.)[29] 

Then, Allah sent to him the Book as a light… Therefore, it is the mine of belief and its centre, the 
source of knowledge and its oceans, the plantation of justice and its pools, the foundation stone of 
Islam and its construction… 

Allah has made it … an argument for him who argues with it, a witness for him who quarrels with 
it, a success for him who argues with it, a carrier of burden for him who seeks the way, a shield for 
him who arms himself (against misguidance), a knowledge for him who listens carefully, worthy 
story for him who relates it and a final verdict of him who passes judgements.[30] 

From the Sunni side, the following narrations concerning the importance of the Qur’an have been included 
in the body of Sunni literature: 

Narrated 'Uthman: "The best of you is he who learns the Qur'an and teaches it." [31] 

“ 'Uqba b. 'Amir reported: When we were in Suffa, the Messenger of Allah (may peace be upon 
him) came out and said: Which of you would like to go out every morning to Buthan or al-'Aqiq 
and bring two large she-camels without being guilty of sin or without severing the ties of kinship? 
We said: Messenger of Allah, we would like to do it. Upon this he said: Does not one of you go 
out in the morning to the mosque and teach or recite two verses from the Book of Allah. the 
Majestic and Glorious? That is better for him than two she-camels, and three verses are better 



(than three she-camels). and four verses are better for him than four (she-camels), and to on their 
number in camels.”[32] 

“Salim narrated on the authority of his father (Ibn 'Umar) that the Apostle of Allah (may peace be 
upon him) said: Envy is not justified but in case of two persons only: one who, having been given 
(knowledge of) the Qur'an by Allah, recites it during the night and day (and also acts upon it) and 
a man who, having been given wealth by God, spends it during the night and the day (for the 
welfare of others. seeking the pleasure of the Lord).” [33]  

Narrated Abu Huraira: The Prophet said, "Every Prophet was given miracles because of which 
people believed, but what I have been given, is Divine Inspiration which Allah has revealed to me. 
So I hope that my followers will outnumber the followers of the other Prophets on the Day of 
Resurrection." [34] 

4. There are those who say that the Qur’an is not easy to understand without the help of the Prophet (or in 
the case of Shias) an “Imam”. While this view does hold partial plausibility, it stands weakened due to the 
following reasons: 

a. The above-cited narrations would not have been uttered by the Prophet or the “Imams” if normal people 
had a very limited capability of understanding the Qur’an, or if the Qur’an’s importance was subservient to 
other religious scriptures. Rather, the centre of Islamic knowledge would have been the Ahadeeth, with the 
Qur’an having a secondary role in determining Islamic doctrine. 

b. There are Verses in the Qur’an stating in unambiguous terms that the Holy Revelation contains no 
crookedness in it, is a guide for the believers, and that those who go against the Scripture are in a terrible 
loss. Some of these Verses are:  

� �َ��ِ	
�بُ َ� رَْ�َ� ِ��ِ� هًُ�ى ��ْ�ُ�
َ�! ذَِ�َ� اْ�ِ  

This is the Scripture whereof there is no doubt, a guidance unto those who ward off (evil). (Qur’an 

2:2)[35] 

�بَ ِ&�ْ�َ%$� وَإِ�
َ��بِ 12ِ�َ 0َِ��قٍ َ&ِ.��ٍ  ذَِ�َ� ِ&َ,ن	 ا�ّ�َ� َ()	لَ اْ�ِ
َ�ن	 ا�	�5َِ� ا4َْ
32ُ�َاْ 1�ِ اْ�ِ
! 

That is because Allah hath revealed the Scripture with the truth. Lo! those who find (a cause of) 
disagreement in the Scripture are in open schism. (Qur’an 2:176)  

�6ْ�َ��بٌ أ7ُِْ
َ��Aُُ� ُ@=	 ُ�?�6ْ�َ ِ<� �	ُ�نْ 7َِ��ٍ= 4َِ>�ٍ;  اَ�; آَِB !  

Alif. Lam. Ra. (This is) a Scripture the revelations whereof are perfected and then expounded. (It cometh) 
from One Wise, Informed (Qur’an 11:1) 

�تِ  إِن	 هَـ5َا اْ�ُ�ْ;Bنَ Fْ�ِِ�ي ِ��	ِ
1 ه1َِ أ3َDَْمُ�%َ�ِ� وَُ�َ>�Kُ; اْ�ُ��Iِ>ِJَْ� ا�	�5َِ� َ�ْ.َ�3�ُنَ ا�?	
!أَن	 Fُ�َْ= أLًَْ;ا آَِ>�ً;ا   

Lo! this Qur'an guideth unto that which is straightest, and giveth tidings unto the believers who do good 
works that theirs will be a great reward. (Qur’an 17:9) 



� �Lَ3َMِ �ُ	� N.َOْ�َ =ْ�ََبَ و�
َ��  · اْ�َ%ْ�ُ� ِ��	ِ� ا�	5ِي أَ(َ)لَ Pِ�ِ<ْMَ Q�َMَ اْ�ِRً,ْ&َ َ5ِرI�ُ�� ��ً��Dَ
 �IًSَ7َ ا;ًLَْأ =ْFُ�َ 	تِ أَن�%َ�ِ� !0َِ��ً�ا ِ<� �	ُ�ْ(ُ� وَُ�َ>�Kَ; اْ�ُ��Iِ>ِJَْ� ا�	�5َِ� َ�ْ.َ�3�ُنَ ا�?	

Praise be to Allah Who hath revealed the Scripture unto His slave, and hath not placed therein any 
crookedness, (But hath made it) straight, to give warning of stern punishment from Him, and to bring unto 
the believers who do good works the news that theirs will be a fair reward (Qur’an 18:1-2) 

�بَ ُ�ْ
Fِ�ْ�َMَ Q�َْ= إِن	 1�ِ ذَِ�َ� َ�َ;Tً�َ7ْ وَذِآَْ;ى 3ْ�َ�ِمٍ �
َ�� Mََ�ْ�َ� اْ�ِIَ�ْ(َ)َأ � أَوََ�ْ= َ�ْ�Fِ2ِْ= أَ(	
!3Iُ>ِJْ�ُنَ   

Is it not enough for them that We have sent down unto thee the Scripture which is read unto them? Lo! 
herein verily is mercy, and a reminder for folk who believe.  (Qur’an 29:51) 

� اْ�ُ�ْ;Bنَ �5��ِآِْ; �U> �>ِ NْFَ�َ	آِ;�)َ;ْ	S�َ �ْ�َ�ََو   !  

And in truth We have made the Qur'an easy to remember; but is there any that remembereth? (Qur’an 54: 
17, 22, 32, 40) 

5. The issues that will be raised up in this work with respect to the Qur’an and Imamah are, by the will of 
Allah, those that can be clearly verified and easily understood by any reader, regardless of their religious 
persuasion.  

 
  

As I mentioned in the beginning of this chapter, the Qur’an is used as the primary source in this work. This 
does not mean that it is the only source: where appropriate, the explanations given by Sunni and Shia 
scholars for the given Verse will be presented and some Ahadeeths connected with such interpretations will 
be commented upon. From the Sunni side, the Tafseers of Ibn Kathir (Tafseer al-Qur’an al-Adheem), at-
Tabari (Tafseer Jami’ il-Bayaan), and al-Qurtubi (Al-Jami’ Li-Ahkam il-Qur’an) will be used, as they are 
among the most respected of Sunni commentaries. From the Shia side, the commentaries of al-Qummi, 
Allamah al-Kashani’s Tafseer al-Safi, Majma-ul-Bayan by at-Tabbarsi, al-Mizan by Allamah Tabatabai, 
Tafseer at-Tibbyan by at-Tusi, the Tafseer by Grand Ayatullah Makarem Shirazi and the Ayatullah Mahdi 
Puya/ S.V. Mir Ali English Commentary[36] are appropriate sources of reference. This method is adopted 
with the aim of showing how the scholars on each side view the Verse, so that a better assessment may be 
made as to which of the positions is more suitable.   

“IMAMS” IN THE QUR’AN  

The first phase in seeing how Imamah is treated as a doctrine in the Qur’an was in examining the usage of 
the terms Imam, Rasul, and Nabi in the Holy Book. (In this chapter the word “Imam” will be looked upon, 
and in the next chapter the usage of the words “Rasul” and “Nabi” in the Qur’an will be considered)  

The reason for examining Imam is that in Shiaism this word is overwhelmingly used while referring to their 
distinct belief and concept (which in turn is called Imamah, the main sect of Shiaism being called 
Imamiyah). It is clear to anyone doing a study of Shiaism that the 12 Divine Leaders of the Shia will be 
referred more often than not as Imam Ali, Imam Husayn, Imam Jafar as-Sadiq, and so on. In some cases, 
other terminology may be used, but even by going through the few Shia references in the previous pages of 
this book, it becomes clear that “Holy Imam”, “Infallible Imam”, and so on, is the most common way to 



refer to the 12 Imams. Therefore, the researcher is forced to consider how the Qur’an treats this word and 
whether it relates to the Imamah doctrine or not. 

The case is the same with the words Rasul and Nabi. In both Sunnism and Shiaism, the Prophets and 
Messengers will be referred to as Nabis and Rasools almost every single time, as is evident when Muslims 
talk of Prophet Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam). Additionally, belief in the Rasuls/Nabis of 
Allah is a Usool-e-Din in Shiaism (as was seen earlier, under the name of belief in Nubuwwat), as well as 
one of the Pillars of Faith in Sunnism. Thus, for the purposes of fairness and equality, all the analysis done 
on the word “Imam” should also be done on the words “Rasool” and “Nabi”. 

There are people who object to the belief of Imamah being compared to the belief of Risaalah or 
Nubuwwah. They think that the comparison should be made between Imamah and Salat, or between 
Imamah and one of the other Islamic practices. However, if any person were to properly stop and reflect 
about which belief systems are in harmony with the Qur’an, he/she would realize that comparing Imamah 
with Nubuwah/Risalah is the only proper comparison that should be made. 

The reason why comparing Imamah with, for example, Salaat is inappropriate is that acceptance of Salaat 
is subservient to belief in Imamah as far as Shiaism is concerned. That is, a person’s obligatory prayers 
(and all other actions) are invalid if he does not believe in Imamah. Thus, fundamental cornerstones of the 
religion should be compared with other fundamental cornerstones of the religion in light of the Qur’an, and 
not with Furoo-e-Din practices (i.e. matters of less importance in comparison with “heart of the religion” 
issues). Otherwise, any effort done will lead to misleading results and wrong conclusions.  

Additionally, when Shias explain their religion, the natural comparison is made between Imams and 
Prophets. I have never heard of a Shia claiming that “Imams are higher than Fasting” or “Imams are higher 
than the Day of Judgement”. This is never done, and even the thought of making such a comparison is 
extremely awkward. Rather, the closest principle to Imamah is Prophethood, even in the minds of Shias 
themselves. This is why we hear Shias asking their learned scholars, “Are Imams higher than Prophets?”, 
or saying, “Imams are chosen by Allah in the same way Prophets are chosen”, and so many other 
statements that are worded in the same fashion.  

As can be seen, only a person with very little knowledge of Islam would fail to perceive that Prophethood 
is the only principle against which we can compare Imamah. No other belief or practice, though it may be 
of importance, “fits the part” as well as Prophethood does.  

Use of Words: Always referring to a Cardinal Belief?  

It should be kept in mind that as in any language, the occurrence of a given Arabic word may or may not 
advocate the concept being advanced.  

To make a simple analogy with the English language, the “Lords” in the British Parliament have nothing to 
do with being Creators or Rulers of the Universe. It represents a title and rank they have achieved, and no 
one in British society mistakes these “Lords” with the Almighty.  

This rule is applied in the Qur’an as well. For example, the term “Rasul” (i.e. Messenger) is used in Surah 
Yusuf as follows: 

�لُ �&َ �>َ �ُ�ْ,َRْ��لَ ارVْLِْ إQ�َِ رَ&�َ� َ�Dَ ُ3لRُ	;ا� Pُء�Lَ �	��َ�َ �ِ&ِ 1)ِ3
ُXْا �لَ اْ�َ�ِ�ُ�Dََو 
 =ٌ��ِMَ 	�ِْ�ِ�ه�!ا�3َSْ�Iةِ ا�Z	YDَ 1Aِ	ْ.َ� أ�Fُ�َ�ِ�َْ	 إِن	 رَ&�1 ِ&َ   



And the king said: Bring him unto me. And when the messenger came unto him, he (Joseph) said: Return 
unto thy lord and ask him what was the case of the women who cut their hands. Lo! my Lord knoweth their 
guile. (Qur’an 12:50) 

In this case, it can be seen that the Messenger is not a Messenger of Allah, but rather the King’s messenger. 
Another example using the same word can be seen in Surah An-Naml: 

�ِ\َ;ةٌ ِ&َ= َ�ْ;VُLِ اْ�ُ�ْ;3�ُRَنَ �Iَ�َ Tٍ	��ِFَ&ِ =Fِ�ْ�َِإ Tٌ�َRِ;ْ>ُ 1�)ِوَإ !   

   

But lo! I am going to send a present unto them, and to see with what (answer) the messengers return. 
(Qur’an 27:35) 

Again, the use of “Mursaluun” in this Ayah is not connected with Divine Messengers or Allah’s message, 
but rather with the Queen of Sheeba sending a present to Sulayman (Alayhi Salaam) by means of her 
ambassadors who are called Messengers in this case. 

As a final example, even the word “Rabb” itself is not always synonymous with Allah, as can be observed 
from the following Verse: 

�لَ ِ��	5ِي َ\�	 أَ(	ُ��Dََنُ ذِآَْ; رَ&��ِ  و�Yَ�ْ	Kا� Pُ�Sَ),َ�َ �َ�&َر �َIMِ 1)ِ;ُْاذْآ ��َFُIْ�> ٍج�)َ 
 �َ�IِRِ Vَْ̂ &ِ �ِOْ�S1�ِ ا� _َ<ِ�َ�َ!   

And he said unto him of the twain who he knew would be released: Mention me in the presence of thy lord. 
But Satan caused him to forget to mention it to his lord, so he (Joseph) stayed in prison for some years. 
(Qur’an 12:42) 

So in this case, the “Lord” is nothing more than a title used to refer to the King of the Land, though it was 
understood by the user (i.e. Prophet Yusuf (Alayhi Salaam)) that  the King had no relationship with Allah’s 
Sovereignty or Majesty as the True Lord. 

Moving to the word “Imam”, the term itself has a connotation of a leader or guide. For example, the Sunnis 
use this title to refer to countless scholars of the past and present. In the world of Shiaism, we also see that 
the revered religious leaders are sometimes termed as “Imams”, even though they really do not have the 
qualities of Divine Imamate in them, but are rather seen as leaders and guides in a general sense.  

For instance, the leader of the Iranian Revolution, Ayatullah Khomeini, was and is routinely called Imam 
Khomeini, even though his leadership qualities were not divinely granted, nor did the Shias see him as an 
Infallible Imam. Likewise, the followers of Ayatullah Muhammad Shirazi refer to him as Imam 
Muhammad Shirazi, and the followers of Ayatullah Muhammad Sadiq As-Sadr still refer to him today as 
Imam Muhammad As-Sadr. The same can be said for many other Shia scholars of the past and present who 
have a large popular following. In the minds of the Shias using the term “Imam” to refer to these 
Ayatullahs, it is clear that “Imam” means a “Leader” and “Guide” in general terms, and not in any specific 
manner with theological ramifications. 

These differences are worthy to mention. There is a need to determine how many times when the words 
“Imam”, “Rasool”, or “Nabi” are mentioned in the Qur’an they are used to refer to the ideology and belief 
after which they are named, and how many times they do not point to the ideology/belief. 



Examining the Word Imam in the Qur’an  

The first job to undertake is to examine the usage of the word “Imam” in order to determine how much of it 
is in agreement with the Shia doctrine of Imamah, and how much of it (if any) is in disagreement, or refers 
to Imams in a different sense altogether. 

The person wishing to do research in this field will discover that the frequency of the term Imam is quite 
low in comparison with the huge weight given to it by the Shia faith. It certainly struck me as odd that 
Allah is mentioned thousands of times in the Holy Book, while Imam and its plural Aimmah occur no more 
than a dozen distinct times. 

Still, low frequency does not automatically mean that the belief is not in the Qur’an. Thus, it was my 
responsibility to go through the occurrences of this term to discover how many times the word’s usage 
agrees with Shia ideology.  

The twelve instances of the word “Imam” in the Qur’an can be classified under nine categories: 

• “Imam” referring to a road or highway  
• “Imam” referring to the Book of Musa  
•  Evil leaders as “Imams”  
• “Imam” meaning the Preserved Tablet  
• “Imams”  with respect to the Israelites  
• “Imams” as general leadership of the pious  
• The Day of Judgement and “Imams”  
• Ishaq (Alayhi Salaam), and Yaqub (Alayhi Salaam) as “Imams”  
• “Imam for mankind”: Ibrahim and Imamah  

The first three categories (which comprise 5 Ayahs between them) clearly do not refer to an “Infallible 
Divinely Appointed Imam” in any manner. A survey of all the major Sunni and Shia commentaries would 
show this, and there is no need to discuss these instances at length save for a mention of their occurrence 
and a summary of the commentaries with respect to their meaning. 

The latter six categories will cause more argumentation and discussion between Shias and Sunnis, since at 
least some Shia commentaries try to portray the word “Imam” to mean “Infallible Imam” (i.e. as Imam in 
the theological religious sense). However, even in these cases, the Shia arguments stand weakened for 
reasons that will be explored in the respective instances. 

In any case, the occurrences of the word “Imam” will be dealt with by category, with the most appropriate 
conclusion being drawn from the evidences put forward by both the Sunni and Shia sides.  

Category one: “And they were on a Clear Imam”… Roads and Imams  

Allah says in the Qur’an: 

� �ٍ�<ِU> ٍم�>َِ̀<ِ�َ ��َFُ	)ِوَإ =ْFُIْ>ِ �Iَ�ْ�َ
َ)��َ !   

So we took vengeance on them; and lo! they both are on a high-road plain to see. 

(Qur’an 15:79) 



As anyone can easily perceive, in this Ayah the word “Imam” means a road or highway. It has no relation 
with Imam as an Infallible leader, let alone a Divinely appointed human. A brief look at the Sunni and Shia 
commentaries of this Verse will reveal this fact: 

Sunni commentaries of Ayah 15:79 

In the al-Qurtubi Tafseer, the only view put forward is that the “Imamin Mubin” refers to a road that is 
clear in and of itself, the road being in the way of the Cities of Lut (Alayhi Salaam) and the People of 
Aikah (i.e. the people to whom Shuaib (Alayhi Salaam) was sent). The comment is then made that they 
serve as a reminder and warning to all those who pass through it.[37] Ibn Kathir gives a similar view, 
quoting (among others) Ibn Abbas (Radhia Allahu Anhu). According to Ibn Kathir, this is the reason why 
Shuaib (Alayhi Salaam) when warning his people, said: “nor are the  people of Lut far off from you!” 
(Qur’an 11:89).[38] We again see a similar opinion from Tafseer at-Tabari[39], and other Sunni 
commentaries echo the same general line of thinking with respect to the meaning of this Verse. 

Shia commentaries of Ayah 15:79 

A look into the Shia Tafseers will show that Shia commentators also did not view this Ayah as a “proof” 
for Imamah. 

For example, in the Tafseer al-Safi, Allamah al-Kashani says that the “Imamin Mubin” refers to a clear 
road that is followed and leads (i.e. leads the people during their journeys). [40] 

Similarly, in Majma-ul-Bayan, a number of views are presented. The first two views are similar to the view 
expressed by al-Qurtubi, that the Cities of Lut (Alayhi Salaam) and the Aikah were on a clear road that was 
followed by the people (and that this is why it was named as Imam). In addition to this, another possibility 
is presented, namely that their Cities (or the stories surrounding those cities) has been preserved in the 
Lauhul-Mahfudh, the Great Book in which Allah has recorded all happenings of the World until the Day of 
Judgement. As a similar example, Ayah 36:12 is presented, where Allah says: “and of all things have We 
taken account in a clear Book (of evidence).”[41] (This view is significant, since it will come up again 
when this particular Ayah is analyzed). 

Also, the al-Mizan commentary by Allamah Tabatabai gives a similar assessment with respect to the 
meaning of the word “Imam” in this particular case, saying that the “Imam” refers to a clear path or road on 
which the peoples of Lut (Alayhi Salaam) and Shuayb (Alayhi Salaam) used to reside.[42] 

Thus, with respect to Ayah 15:79, it can be concluded that the term “Imamin Mubin” does not advance the 
Shia concept of Imamah in the least, as can be deduced from going through the Sunni and Shia 
commentaries with respect to this Verse. 

Category Two: Book of Musa as Imam  

The second category of the word “Imam” occurs with respect to the Book of Musa as a guide and example. 
Allah says in the Holy Qur’an: 

� �>ً��بُ ُ<QRَ3 إََ<
0َ�هٌِ� <�Iُْ� وَِ<� Dَْ>ِ�ِ� آَِ Pُ3�ُ
 أََ�َ�� آَ�نَ TٍIَ��&َ Q�َMَ <�� ر	&�ِ� وََ�ْ
�رُ َ<Aَ Zَ�َ Pُ�ُMِ3ُْ� 1�ِ وَرTً�َ7َْ أُوَْ�ـَaِ� 3Iُ>ِJْ�ُنَ ِ&	I��ِ� وََ<� َ�ْ�2ُْ; ِ&ِ� ِ<َ� ا7ْbََ)ابِ َ�

�سِ َ� 3Iُ>ِJْ�ُنَ 	Iا� ;َdَْأَآ 	��!ِ<ْ;Iْ�> Tٍ�َُ� إِ(	ُ� اْ�َ%$U ِ<� ر	&�َ� وََ�ـِ   

Is he (to be counted equal with them) who relieth on a clear proof from his Lord, and a witness from Him 
reciteth it, and before it was the Book of Moses, an example and a mercy? Such believe therein, and whoso 



disbelieveth therein of the clans, the Fire is his appointed place. So be not thou in doubt concerning it. Lo! 
it is the Truth from thy Lord; but most of mankind believe not. (Qur’an 11:17) 

the Holy Qur’an also states: 

� ��5ِI�ُرَ �e�&ِ;َMَ �)ً�Sَ�� ٌق��?َU> ٌب�
� وَرTً�َ7َْ وَه5ََا آَِ>ً��بُ ُ<QRَ3 إَِ<
 وَِ<� Dَْ>ِ�ِ� آَِ
 �َ�IِSِ%ْ�ُ�ْ�ِ ى;َKْ&َُ�5َِ� َ\َ�ُ�3ا و	ا�!   

When before it there was the Scripture of Moses, an example and a mercy; and this is a confirming 
Scripture in the Arabic language, that it may warn those who do wrong and bring good tidings for the 
righteous. (Qur’an 46:12) 

The reader can easily perceive that these two Ayahs refer to a Book as a guide, and not to an Infallible 
human Imam. The Sunni and Shia commentaries of these Verses confirm this fact. 

Sunni Commentaries of Ayahs 11:17 and 46:12 

With respect to the first Ayah (11:17), Ibn Kathir’s position with respect to the usage of the Word “Imam” 
is:  

This means that Allah, the Exalted, revealed it to that Ummah[43] as a leader for them and a guide for them 
to follow, as a mercy from Allah upon them. Therefore, whoever believed in it with true faith, then it would 
lead him to believe in the Qur'an as well.[44] 

 The Tafseers of at-Tabari and al-Qurtubi give a similar viewpoint, that the Imam being referred to in here 
is the Taurah that was revealed to Moses, as it was a Guide for the Banu Israil.[45] 

With respect to the use of the word “Imam” in Verse 46:12, at-Tabari in his Tafseer again puts forward the 
meaning by which the Book of Musa is the guide for the Bani Israil.[46] In the al-Qurtubi Tafseer, virtually 
the same viewpoint is shown, although the additional point is made that it refers to only a part of the 
Taurah, since there has been human manipulation of the original revelation.[47] 

Shia commentaries of Ayahs 11:17 and 46:12 

It should be noted that most of the Shia Tafseers with respect to Ayah 11:17 concentrate not on the 
meaning of the word Imam, but rather on whom is the “Shaahid” or Witness being referred to in here, as 
they portray the witness in this case to be Ali. Since the term Imam is the focus of discussion, there is no 
need to deviate into this matter. The few comments that are given with respect to this word fall in line with 
the conclusions made by the Sunni commentarists. For example, in Majma-ul-Bayan, Allamah at-Tabbarsi 
presents the word “Imam” in the context of the Book of Musa being followed in the matters of religion.[48] 

Likewise, with respect to Ayah 46:12, the “Imam” is also understood to mean that the Book of Musa was 
revealed as a Guide for those who followed it. This is the view of such Shia commentaries as Majma-ul-
Bayan and Tafseer at-Tibbyan by Allamah at-Tusi.[49] 

Taking everything into consideration, it can be perceived that the Verses under discussion do not support 
the viewpoint of Shiaism about “Infallible Imams”, since in this case the “Imam” is the Book revealed to 
Musa (Alayhi Salaam) and does not refer to humans. 

Category three: Evil leaders as “Imams”  



The Holy Qur’an presents two cases in which “Imams” are mentioned as being evil leaders or leaders 
calling to Hellfire. These Verses are presented below: 

� َ� =ْFُ	)ِ2ِْ; إ�َ�َ��3�ُAِاْ أ�Xَِ	Tَ اْ�ُ =ْ�ُIِ�ِ3اْ 1�ِ دIُ.َgََِ�هِْ= وFْMَ �ِ.ْ&َ ��> =Fُ)َ� وَإِن (	َ�3dُاْ أَْ�َ�

3Fُنَ َI�َ =ْFُ	�.َ�َ =ْFُ�َ َن�!أَْ�َ�   

And if they break their pledges after their treaty (hath been made with you) and assail your religion, then 
fight the heads of disbelief - Lo! they have no binding oaths - in order that they may desist. (Qur’an 9:12) 

َ�� I�َُ?ُ;ونَ � Tِ>َ��رِ و3ْ�ََمَ اْ�ِ�َ�	Iا� Q�َِ3نَ إMُ�ْ�َ Tً	�Xَِهُْ= أ�Iَ�ْ.َLََو !   

And We made them patterns that invite unto the Fire, and on the Day of Resurrection they will not be 
helped. (Qur’an 28:41) 

Such “Imams” cannot possibly fulfil the requirements of “Infallible Divine Imamah”, since the people 
referred to in here are evil and wicked. A glance at the Sunni and Shia commentaries with respect to these 
Verses further demonstrates this fact. 

Sunni and Shia interpretations of Ayah 9:12  

Sunni and Shia interpretations differ as to who these “Imams of Kufr” are in terms of specificity. 
Notwithstanding, they both agree that it cannot refer to any “Infallible” Guide. 

From the Sunni side, Ibn Kathir gives several possibilities as to who these people are. One of them is that 
the “Imams of Kufr” refers to Abu Jahl, Utbah, Shaybah, Ummayah bin Khalaf, and other men from among 
the leaders of the polytheists in Makkah. According to Ibn Kathir, this Ayah is general, even if the reason 
for revealing it was the fighting of Quraishi polytheists who had broken the oaths they had taken with the 
Prophet of Islam (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam). A similar set of views can be seen from other Sunni 
interpretations such as Tafseer al-Qurtubi and Tafseer at-Tabari.[50] 

The Shia interpretations are quite different with respect to who is being alluded to in this Verse. For 
example, in the Tafseer al-Qumi, it is said that it is the people whom Ali fought in the Battle of Jamal (such 
as Ayesha, Talha, Zubair) whom are being referred to in this Verse as the “Leaders of Kufr”. This view is 
also the position of Kashani in his Tafseer al-Safi, and in other Shia interpretations. The Majma-ul-Bayan 
Tafseer is more open about the possibilities, including the people of the Battle of Jamal as an option, but 
also mentioning the polytheists of Quraysh, and the people of Persia and Byzantine.[51] 

With respect to the Shia interpretations, it is not proper to indulge into a lengthy discussion about who are 
the people this Verse really refers to, what are the faults in the Shia interpretation about this Verse referring 
to Ayesha, Talha and Zubair, and other related issues, especially not for this book. Thus, it will be noted 
that interpreters from both the Sunni and Shia sides have generally agreed that the “Imams” being referred 
to in here have nothing to do infallibility or good character, but rather refer to evil individuals (whatever the 
embodiment of an evil individual may be for the respective faith).  

Sunni and Shia interpretations of Ayah 28:41 

Ayah 28:41 is another Verse where a human “Imam” is being referred to, though in this case it is also 
obvious that the “Leaders” are evil people “inviting to the Fire”. Reading the context of this Verse, we 
discover who exactly these “Imams” are: 



�= <�ْ� إَِ�ٍ� hَْ�ِ;ي َ��ُ�َ 6ُ�ْ�ِMَ �� اْ�َ�َ�ُ, َ<FَU�َأ ��لَ ِ�ْ;3ْMَنُ َ�Dََو  Q�َMَ ُن�>َ�1�ِ َ�� هَ �ْDِْو,َ
�ذِِ&�َ� �7ً� �	َ.��1 أgَ	Vُ�ِ إQ�َِ إَِ�ِ� ُ<QRَ3 وَإِ(�UI\ُ,َ�َ 1ُ� ِ<َ� اْ�َ;ْiَ 1�� N.َLْ��َ �ِ��Yا�

َ�� ُ�ْ;Lَُ.3نَ ·  �Iَ�ْ�َِإ =ْFُ	)َ3ا أUI\ََاْ�َ%$� و ;ِ�ْjَ&ِ ِ1�ِ اْ�َ,رْض Pُُ3دIُLَُه3َُ و ;َ<َ�ْ
َRْوَا
 · �َ��ِ�ِ�	lا� Tُ<َDِ�Mَ َن��هُْ= 1�ِ اْ�َ�=� َ��(lُْ; آmَ�َْ آَ)َ5ْ<َIَ�َ Pَُ3دIُLَُو Pُ��هُْ= · َ�َ,5ْ4ََ(Iَ�ْ.َLََو

َ�� I�َُ?ُ;ونَ Tِ>َ��رِ و3ْ�ََمَ اْ�ِ�َ�	Iا� Q�َِ3نَ إMُ�ْ�َ Tً	�Xَِأ ·  

َ�� َ�ْ.TًIَ و3ْ�ََمَ اْ�ِ�)ْUا�� Pِ5َِهُْ= 1�ِ ه�Iَ.ْ<َAَْهُ= <�َ� اْ�َ�ْ�ُ>�7ِ3َ� وَأ Tِ>َ��َ!   

And Pharaoh said: O chiefs! I know not that ye have a god other than me, so kindle for me (a fire), O 
Haman, to bake the mud; and set up for me a lofty tower in order that I may survey the god of Moses; and 
lo! I deem him of the liars. And he and his hosts were haughty in the land without right, and deemed that 
they would never be brought back to Us. Therefore We seized him and his hosts, and abandoned them unto 
the sea. Behold the nature of the consequence for evil-doers!  And We made them patterns that invite unto 
the Fire, and on the Day of Resurrection they will not be helped. And We made a curse to follow them in 
this world, and on the Day of Resurrection they will be among the hateful.  (Qur’an 28:38-42) 

Thus, the “Imams” in this case are Firaun, his chieftains and army. The Verse does not support in any way 
the Shia concept of Imamah, as it is similar to Ayah 9:12 discussed above. 

All the major Sunni interpretations point to this obvious truth, that Firaun and the others mentioned in this 
Ayah as “Imams” are leaders who lead to disbelief, and who called the people towards the practices that 
would lead them to Hellfire.[52] 

From the Shia viewpoint, the same assessment has been made about this Verse. For example, Allamah 
Tabatabai in his Tafsir al-Mizan says that the “Imam” in this case refers to the fact that Firaun put his own 
rulings and judgments above the rulings and judgments of Allah (This is from a Hadeeth quoted in Shia 
sources and in other Shia Tafseers as well).[53] 

So yet again, the Verses under discussion do not support the viewpoint of Shiaism with respect to Imamah, 
as the “Imams” being referred to are in fact leaders inviting to sin and Hellfire. 

Category four: The Preserved Tablet as “Imam”  

The word “Imam” also occurs in the following Ayah, where Allah mentions the recording of deeds: 

�Pُ 1�ِ إَِ<�مٍ �Iَ�ْ?َ7ْ1ْ0َءٍ أ 	Nُرَهُْ= وَآ�@َBَ3ا و>ُ	�Dَ �>َ �ُ
ُ� إِ(	� َ(ْ%ُ� ُ(ْ%1�ِ اْ�َ�QAَ3ْ وََ(ْ
 �ٍ�<ِ>ُ!   

Lo! We it is Who bring the dead to life. We record that which they send before them, and their footprints. 
And all things We have kept in a clear Register. (Qur’an 36:12) 

Sunni interpretations of Ayah 36:12 

The critical phrase in here is “Imamin Mubin”. Sunni Tafseers in general say that it refers to the “Lauhul 
Mahfudh”, the Preserved Tablet in which all deeds have been written. This is the view of at-Tabari in his 
Tafseer, and one of the views in the Tafseer of al-Qurtubi. Other possibilities are also mentioned, such as 
the “Imamim Mubin” refers to the individual book of records of each person.[54] 



Shia interpretations of Ayah 36:12 

The top Shia commentaries of Majma-ul-Bayan by Allamah at-Tabbarsi and at-Tibbyan by Shaykh at-Tusi 
also echo this view, and do not present any “human Imam” as a possibility in this case. Allamah Tabatabai 
in the Tafseer al-Mizan also mentions this as the best possible meaning for this phrase. In addition, 
Ayatullah Makarem Shirazi in his commentary mentions the Preserved Tablet as his view of what “Imamin 
Mubin” refers to in this Verse.[55]  

Given all these evidences there should not be much discussion about this Verse, since the “Imam” clearly 
refers to a Book. However, some Shias disagree, and contend that it refers to “Infallible Imams” (or 
specifically to Ali), who have knowledge of everything. With respect to this Ayah, Shias defending their 
position report the following narration: 

Imam Muhammad bin Ali al Baqir said that when this verse was revealed, Abu Bakr and Umar asked the 
Holy Prophet: "Is Imamum mubin the Tawrat given to Musa?" The answer was: "No". Again they asked: 
"Is it Injil, given to Isa?" The answer was: "No". Then they asked: "Is it the Holy Qur’an?" "No", was the 
answer. Then turning towards Ali ibn abi Talib, the Holy Prophet said: "Verily this is the Imam in whom 
Allah has deposited the knowledge of everything."…[56] 

For the study of this possibility to be carried out, it is necessary to consider two terms: “Ahssa” and 
“Kitaabun Mubin”. These two terms will be fundamental for understanding this Verse, and why it does not 
suit the Imams of the Shia faith. 

Recording, “Ahssa” in the Qur’an 

One of the words of interest is “Ahssa” or recording. It is important to see the instances in which this word 
is used, since it will shed light on how the Qur’an uses it in other circumstances: 

  

�لِ ه5ََا �>َ �Iَ
� ِ��ِ� و3�ُ3�ُ�ََنَ َ�� وَْ�َ�َ	�>ِ �َ��ِ2ِKْ>ُ �َ�>ِ;ِOْ�ُ�ْى ا;َ
�بُ َ�َ
َ� وَوVَnُِ اْ�ِ
 ��دِرُ �jِiََ;ةً وََ�� آَِ>�َ;ةً إِ�	� أ7ََْ?�هَjَ�ُ ��بِ َ�
َ�!اْ�ِ   

And the Book is placed, and thou seest the guilty fearful of that which is therein, and they say: What kind 
of a Book is this that leaveth not a small thing nor a great thing but hath counted it! And they find all that 
they did confronting them, and thy Lord wrongeth no-one. (Qur’an 18:49) 

!أ7ََْ?�هُْ= و�Mََ	هُْ= e�Mَا  َ�َ�ْ� �   

Verily He knoweth them and numbereth them with (right) numbering. (Qur’an 19:94) 

�ء 3�ُ��Yَ�َهُ�	 ِ�ِ.�	�FِAِ	 وَأ7َُْ?3ا اْ�ِ.�	ةَ �Sَ�Iا� =ُ
ُ�ْ	�gَ إِذَا U1<ِ	Iا� �FَU�َأ ��َ !   

O Prophet! When ye (men) put away women, put them away for their (legal) period and reckon the 
period… (Qur’an 65:1) 

َ��تِ رَ&�Fِْ= وَأ7ََ�طَ ِ&َ�� Fِ�ْ�َ�َْ= وَأQ?َ7َْ آNُ	 1ْ0َءٍ Mََ�دًا ��Rَِ3ا رjُ�َ&َْأ �ْDَ أَن =َ�َ.ْ�َ�ِ !   



That He may know that they have indeed conveyed the messages of their Lord. He surroundeth all their 
doings, and He keepeth count of all things. (Qur’an 72:28) 

� �&ً�
�Pُ آَِIَ�ْ?َ7َْ1ْ0َءٍ أ 	Nُوَآ !   

Everything have We recorded in a Book. (Qur’an 78:29) 

The usage of the root word “Ahssa” and its related terms in all these cases signifies writing and recording 
of matters, not on people or angels, but on tablets and books. Attempting to establish a connection between 
this term and Ali (or any other human being) is incorrect. The word “Ahssa” is not used in the Qur’an even 
once to refer to “writing on people”, so it is very strange how it can suddenly refer to writing on an 
“Infallible Imam”. 

Clear Book, “Kitaabun Mubin” in the Qur’an 

Another topic that should be looked into is how the Qur’an addresses the fact that Allah has recorded 
everything. Is it in a person or a Book? The following Ayahs presented below give overwhelming weight to 
the argument that Allah always equates the recording of everything with a Book: 

� �>ِ pُ�ُSْAَ �� إِ�	 ه3َُ وََ�ْ.َ�ُ= َ<� 1�ِ اْ�َ>;� وَاْ�َ>ْ%ِ; وََ<Fَ�ُ�َ.ْ�َ �َ �ِ�ْjَ�ْا qُAِ�2َ>َ Pُ�َIMَِو 
�بٍ 
�تِ اbَرْضِ وََ� رgٍَْ� وََ� َ��ِ&rٍ إِ�	 1�ِ آَِ�َ�ُ\ُ 1�ِ Tٍ	<7َ �ََو �Fَ�ُ�َ.ْ�َ 	�ِإ TٍDََوَر

 �ٍ�<ِU>!   

And with Him are the keys of the Invisible. None but He knoweth them. And He knoweth what is in the 
land and the sea. Not a leaf falleth but He knoweth it, not a grain amid the darkness of the earth, naught of 
wet or dry but (it is noted) in a clear record. (Qur’an 6:59) 

� �>ِ ;َjَiَْء وََ� أ��َ	Sرْضِ وََ� 1�ِ ا�bَةٍ 1�ِ ا	لِ ذَر��َdْ�> �>ِ �َ�&	ر �Mَ ُب(ُ.ْ�َ � وََ<
 �ٍ�<ِU> ٍب�
!ذَِ�َ� وَ� أَآَْ>َ; إِ�	 1�ِ آَِ   

And not an atom's weight in the earth or in the sky escapeth your Lord, nor what is less than that or greater 
than that, but it is (written) in a clear Book. (Qur’an 10:61) 

� sNُآ �FَMََ3ْد
َSْ>َُو �
َ�;	هََSْ>ُ =ُ�َ.ْ�ََو �FَDُْا�ّ�ِ� رِز Q�َMَ 	�ِرْضِ إbَ1�ِ ا Tٍ	&Bَد �>ِ � وََ<
 �ٍ�<ِU> ٍب�
!1�ِ آَِ   

And there is not a beast in the earth but the sustenance thereof dependeth on Allah. He knoweth its 
habitation and its repository. All is in a clear Record.  (Qur’an 11:6) 

� �ٍ�<ِU> ٍب�
�ء وَاْ�َ,رْضِ إِ�	� 1�ِ آَِ�َ	S1�ِ ا� Tٍ<َXِ�hَ �ْ>ِ �! وََ<   

And there is nothing hidden in the heaven or the earth but it is in a clear Record.  (Qur’an 27:75) 



� ��وَاتِ وََ�� 1�ِ اْ�َ,رْضِ وََ�� أjَiَُْ; ِ<� ذَِ�َ� وََ��َ	Sةٍ 1�ِ ا�	لُ ذَر��َdْ>ِ �ُIْMَ ُب(ُ.ْ�َ ��َ 
 �ٍ�<ِU> ٍب�
!أَآَْ>ُ; إِ�	� 1�ِ آَِ   

Those who disbelieve say: The Hour will never come unto us. Say: Nay, by my Lord, but it is coming unto 
you surely. (He is) the Knower of the Unseen. Not an atom's weight, or less than that or greater, escapeth 
Him in the heavens or in the earth, but it is in a clear Record (Qur’an 34:3) 

The explicit phrase “Kitaabun Mubin” (Clear Book) has been used on a number of occasions in the Qur’an. 
Its purpose is to describe the recording of all details in a Book, which all sides agree is the Lauhul 
Mahfudh. Therefore, it is difficult for the objective person to see how this general form of address would 
change suddenly for the Verse under consideration (Ayah 36:12), especially since there is no further 
indication or hint in the Verse that would lead the reader to believe that it refers to an “Infallible Imam”. 

How are things “written” on People? 

It is also important to note the differences between the ways a thing are written in a Book, and the way it 
would be stored in someone’s knowledge.  

It was already seen which words are used to describe the writing of something into a Book or a Record. In 
the case of giving knowledge to a human being, the case is entirely different. We have the example of 
Prophet Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) and the revelations and knowledge that came to him. 
Allah in these cases uses altogether different words, such as “Nuheeh” (inspired) or “Nazal” (revealed). 
The Qur’an states: 

� إَِ�ْ�َ� �Fَ�7ِ3)ُ �ِ�ْjَ�ْء ا�! Aِْ�َ� ِ<ْ� أَ(َ>   

This is of the tidings of the Unseen which We inspire in thee (Muhammad). (Qur’an 11:49) 

��َ��ِ�َ��3نَ ِ<َ�   · َ(َ)لَ ِ&ِ� ا�;Uوحُ اْ�َ,ِ<�ُ�  ·  وَإِ(	ُ� َ�َ
Nُ�(ِI رَب� اْ�َ.ُ
َ�ِ �َ<ِ�ْDَ Q�َMَ
  !اْ�ُ�5ِIرِ�َ� 

And lo! it is a revelation of the Lord of the Worlds, Which the True Spirit hath brought down  Upon thy 
heart, that thou mayst be (one) of the warners (Qur’an 26:192-194) 

Numerous other examples, both in relation with Prophets as well as with other humans can be found in the 
Qur’an. In all these cases, the word “Nuheeh” (inspired) is used to describe how Allah sends knowledge to 
them, while “Tanzil” signifies a special revelation of a Divine Book, such as the Qur’an to Muhammad 
(Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam). If the real meaning of Verse 36:12 was to show that Ali (Radhia Allahu 
Anhu) was the one in whom Allah had stored all knowledge, the more appropriate manner to mention it 
would be to say that such things had been “inspired” onto his heart. Again, the structure of the Verse does 
not conform to the established cases where Allah reveals and inspires things to His servants.  

To sum up the discussion with respect to Verse 36:12, the assertion by some Shias that the “Imam” in this 
case refers to Ali (Radhia Allahu Anhu) is incorrect due to the following reasons: 

 ·        It is clear that Sunni commentaries and most Shia commentaries have concluded that the “Imamin 
Mubin” refers to the Preserved Tablet (the Lauhul Mahfudh) or to the individual record of every person’s 
deeds.  



·        The other instances of the word “Ahssa” and the phrase “Kitaabun Mubin” all refer to writing and 
recording things in a physical Book or register, not on a person. 

·        The manner in which a person is given knowledge is quite different from the manner in which things 
are recorded in a Book, as the person is revealed or inspired with knowledge upon his heart.  

Category five: Israelites as “Imams”  

Next, two Verses where the term “Aimmah” (plural of Imams) has been used with respect to the Children 
of Israel are presented. The Verses read as follows: 

ِْ̂.32ُا � 
ُRْ�5َِ� ا	ا� Q�َMَ 	��ُ	) وَُ(ِ;�ُ� أَن  ُ=Fُ�َ.َOْ)ََو Tً	�Xَِأ =ْFُ�َ.َOْ)ََ1�ِ اْ�َ,رْضِ و
!ا3َ�ْارِِ@�َ�    

And We desired to show favour unto those who were oppressed in the earth, and to make them examples 
and to make them the inheritors (Qur’an 28:5) 

�بَ َ��
َ�� ُ<QRَ3 اْ�ِIَ�ْAَB �ْ�َ�ََ1  وIِ<َ�� هًُ�ى Pُ�Iَ�ْ.َLََو �ِXِ��َ�� ��> Tٍ�َ;ْ>ِ 1�ِ ��ُAَ ��َ
Nَ�Xِا;َRِْ3نَ   · إIُDِ3�ُ �IَAِ��َv&ِ 3ا)ُ�� iََ>ُ;وا وَآَ	��َ �� ِ<FُIْْ= أ�Xَِ	Fْ�َ Tًُ�ونَ ِ&َ,ْ<ِ;َ(Iَ�ْ.َLََو!  

We verily gave Moses the Scripture; so be not ye in doubt of his receiving it; and We appointed it a 
guidance for the Children of Israel. And when they became steadfast and believed firmly in Our 
revelations, We appointed from among them leaders who guided by Our command. (Qur’an 32:23-24) 

In some of my previous discussions with Shias, I had seen these couple of Verses being used with the 
intention of showing that “Imamah of the 12 Imams” had been conclusively shown in the Qur’an. 
Notwithstanding, this is not the case, as the Verses talk about the Israelites as “Imams”. For example, a 
quick glance at the context of Ayah 28:5 shows what the true meaning of this Verse is: 


3�ُا َ�ْ�َMَ� ) �>ِ	QRَ3>ُ ِ̀<َ وَِ�ْ;3ْMَنَ ِ&�ْ�َ%$� 3ْ�َ�ِمٍ 3Iُ>ِJْ�ُنَ �ْ)َ  · 1�ِ ��َMَ َ3ْنMَ;ْ�ِ 	إِن

َSْ�َ �.ً�َ0ِ �Fَ�َْأَه Nَ.َLََ1�ِ اْ�َ,رْضِ و%ْ
َSْ�ََءهُْ= و�Iَ&َْأ qُ�&5َ�ُ =ْFُIْ�> Tً2َXِ�gَ mُ.ِْ̂

 �َ��ِSِ2ْ�ُ�ْنَ ِ<َ� ا��ءهُْ= إِ(	ُ� آَSَ)ِ· ِ32ُا 1�ِ اْ�َ,رْض.ِْ̂ 
ُRْ�5َِ� ا	ا� Q�َMَ 	��ُ	) وَُ(ِ;�ُ� أَن
 اْ�َ,رْضِ وَُ(ِ;ي ِ�ْ;3ْMَنَ وَُ(َ���َ� Fُ�َْ= 1�ِ· وََ(Fُ�َ.َOْْ= أ�Xَِ	Tً وََ(Fُ�َ.َOُْ= ا3َ�ْارِِ@�َ� 

� آَ�ُ(3ا َ�ْ%5َرُونَ 	> =FُIْ>ِ ��نَ و3IُLَُدَهَُ�>َ� !وَهَ

We narrate unto thee (somewhat) of the story of Moses and Pharaoh with truth, for folk who believe. Lo! 
Pharaoh exalted himself in the earth and made its people castes. A tribe among them he oppressed, killing 
their sons and sparing their women. Lo! he was of those who work corruption. And We desired to show 
favour unto those who were oppressed in the earth, and to make them examples and to make them the 
inheritors, And to establish them in the earth, and to show Pharaoh and Haman and their hosts that which 
they feared from them.  (Qur’an 28:3-6) 

A survey of the Sunni and Shia commentaries into these two Ayahs further shows that the “Imamah” being 
referred to in these cases cannot possibly signify “Infallible Imamah”. 

Sunni commentaries of Ayahs 28:5 and 32:24 



With respect to Ayah 28:5, the Sunni commentaries take the position that the “Imamah” being alluded to in 
here is the Kingdom that the Children of Israel were about to be granted and which they would take over 
from Firaun. This is the view expressed in Tafseer at-Tabari, and in Tafseer al-Qurtubi, where this Ayah is 
compared to Musa’s (Alayhi Salaam) statement directed towards the Bani Israel in Verse 5:20: “and He 

made you kings” (��= <�3آ�.L[57].( و 

Concerning Ayah 32:24, the Sunni commentaries such as at-Tabari and al-Qurtubi take the position that the 
“Imams” mean leaders. There is some difference of opinion as to whether they refer to Prophets or 
religious people and scholars, but none of the top Sunni commentaries considered these “Imams” to be a 
distinct type of people with a special rank and position separate from Prophets and scholars.[58] 

Shia commentaries of Ayah 28:5 

The Shia commentaries are understandably more inclined towards presenting the “Imams” in these Ayahs 
as meaning “Infallible Imams”. However, as I went through these interpretations, I began to see that there 
was a difference between what the Shia scholars were trying to present with respect to these Verses and 
what Allah had revealed, considering the context of the Ayahs and the Shia beliefs. Moreover, some of the 
interpretations showed that these passages were in effect contradicting Shia Imami beliefs. 

With respect to Verse 28:5, the first thing I noticed is the attempt to draw a direct analogy between the 
Children of Israel being made Imams and the 12 Imams of the Shia faith. For example, in the Majma-ul-
Bayan Tafseer, a narration attributed to the Imams says that the favoured ones from among the Ahl-ul-Bayt 
and their Shias are in the same position as Musa and his Shias, and the enemies of the Ahl-ul-Bayt are in 
the same position as Firaun and his helpers.[59] 

Moreover, in the al-Qummi Tafseer, a similar opinion is presented. It is stated that in the same way Firaun 
was utterly punished after having put the Banu Israil through hardships, so the Imam Mahdi will punish all 
the enemies of the Ahl-ul-Bayt when he returns, this after Allah resurrects all these people back to Earth for 
their punishment to be carried out. The interpretations from al-Tusi and al-Kashani with regard to Ayah 
28:5 are similar in tone to al-Qummi’s interpretation.[60] 

There are a number of problems with this type of reasoning in terms of trying to equate the suffering of the 
Bani Israil with the suffering of the Imams of the Shia faith: 

1. The Ayah clearly states that the Bani Israil as a whole were made “Imams” on Earth. Thus, the entire 
tribe is given the position of Imamah in this verse. Comparing it with other Qur’anic Ayahs about the 
Children of Israel, we see that it closely resembles Verses such as: 

� َ��ِFْ�ُ أَن =ْ�ُU&َر QSَMَ َل�Dَ �Iَ
َaْLِ �� وَِ<� َ&ْ.ِ� َ<Iَ�Aِ,ْAَ أَن Nِ<ْDَ �>ِ �Iَ�ِ3�ُاْ أُوذ�Dَ 
Aَ mَ�َْآ ;َlُI�َ�َ ِرْضbَ1�ِ ا =ْ�ُ2َ�ِwْ
َSْ�ََآُْ= و	ُ�وMَ َ3�ُن�َ.ْ!   

They[61] said: We suffered hurt before thou camest unto us, and since thou hast come unto us. He[62] said: 
It may be that your Lord is going to destroy your adversary and make you viceroys in the earth, that He 
may see how ye behave. (Qur’an 7:129) 

We see that the position of vicegerency and dominion does not refer in here to a perfect infallible 
leadership, but rather a leadership where the people are judged for their actions; hence the statement: “that 
He (Allah) may see how ye behave”. 

Thus, the placement of “Imamah” in the hands of the Children of Israel in this Verse is similar to the 
dominion and leadership that Allah may bestow upon any people after rescuing them from their oppressors. 



It cannot refer to a special form of Imamah simply because the population as a whole is granted this 
Imamah, and they are responsible for the good and bad actions they commit once they are placed under this 
position. 

2. Supposing that the term “Aimmah” is being used to make an indirect analogy with the Imams of the Shia 
faith, I was further puzzled due to the following: 

a. The freedom and victory of the Shia religion and of their Imams has not come yet. Rather, the Awaited 
Imam Mahdi is the one who, according to the interpretations provided above, will return to exact 
punishment from the enemies of the Imams and establish himself as the rightful ruler on Earth. This is 
because he is the true Imam, and his victory comes due to his divine position. However, in the situation of 
the Children of Israel, being made “Imams” came because of their freedom and victory over Firaun. This 
can clearly be seen from the context of the Verse, and it is difficult to analyze this any other way.  

b. Looking at the Israelites situation, we see that before their deliverance from the punishment of Firaun, 
they were not Leaders or Imams in any sense.  Again, applying the same logic to the case of the Shia 
Imams, it would be necessary to say that the first 11 Imams were not in reality “Imams”, because they lived 
at a time before the deliverance and rescue of their people (i.e the Shias) arrived.  

Considering all the facets of “Infallible Imamah” that this Verse goes against, the proper way to look at the 
message of this Ayah is that it speaks of an “Imamah” that is fundamentally different than the one 
promoted by Shias.  

Shia commentaries of Ayah 32:24 

With respect to Ayah 32:24, the Shia interpretations also go further than the Sunni commentaries and give 
the impression that the “Imams” being mentioned here are “Divinely Appointed Infallible Imams”. For 
example, this is the view from Allamah Tabatabai in his Tafseer al-Mizan, as he connects it with two other 
Ayahs (2:124 and 21:73, which will be discussed later in this chapter) where the word Imam is also 
used.[63] 

While this Verse may seem to support the Imamah concept as understood by Shias, a further look into it 
reveals that in effect this Ayah contradicts the precepts and conditions of an Imam in Shiaism. It is crucial 
to comprehend this inconsistency, since it shows that Shia commentaries sometimes use flawed logic to 
advance their belief in Imamah. 

The specific objection concerns the phrase “And when they became steadfast and believed firmly in Our 
revelations, We appointed from among them leaders” found in the Verse. This passage very clearly 
presents the direct relationship between the patience and steadfastness of the Children of Israel and Allah’s 
appointing of Imams.  

However, the Shia view of Imamah is that the people’s attitudes, beliefs, acceptance, or even physical 
recognition of an Imam have no role to play in Allah appointing an Imam, because Allah chooses whom He 
sees fit without need for people’s input in this matter. Again quoting what Allamah Musavi Lari said in 
“Imamate and Leadership”: “The Shi'ah are committed to the principle that the right to designate the Imam 
belongs exclusively to God, and that the people have no role to play in this respect.”[64] 

Similarly, Allamah Tabatabai himself said in his work “Shia”: “Human society can never be without the 
figure whom Shi'ism calls the Imam whether or not he is recognized and known.”[65] 

While the Verse places the patience and belief of the Children of Israel as a prerequisite before Allah 
appointed “Imams” for them, the Shia belief states the complete independence between the appointing of 



Imams and the conditions of a society. Thus, there is an irreconcilable clash between what Allah has 
explicitly said in this Verse and the Shia belief.  

Sometimes, the Shia interpretations themselves do take note of this issue. For example, Ayatullah Makarem 
Shirazi says in his Tafseer: 

The above verse (NO.24), implies that, Allah had appointed Divine leaders to guide the Israelites by His 

order. The apostles like; Daniel-Ezra-Nehemiah-Job-Ezekiel-Jonah-and Zacharia, and also the kings such 

as Solomon, David, Jashua, guided the Israelites according to the Mosaic Law, so long as the people were 

faithful and obedient to their Lord! 

When the conditions changed, and people broke up into sects, and fell at variances and wrangling, they lost 

all their dignities, and suffered national annihilation. They scattered here and there round about the globe, 

and it seems that they will have to remain so, up to the Resurrection Day.[66] 

Another interesting interpretation we find is from Allamah at-Tusi. In his Tafseer at-Tibbyan, he quotes a 
view in which Allah promises the Children of Israil that if they are patient, he will make them Imams. 
Thus, when they became patient in their religion, Imamah was granted to them.[67]  

However, in Shia ideology, the Imam does not need to show anything in terms of faith, patience, or any 
other virtuous quality, because he is already infallible and perfected in all these aspects from the very 
beginning of his life. As Allamah Sayyid Akhtar Rizvi says, “Imamate is not an acquired job; it is a 
'designation' bestowed by Allah”.[68] I was perplexed as to why some Shias would use this Verse as a 
proof for Imamah in spite of all the inconsistencies between the “Infallible Imamah” system of Shias and 
the message of this Ayah. Like in the discussion surrounding the previous Ayah, the only logical option is 
to concede that this Verse speaks of “Imams” in a manner different from the theological sense upheld by 
Shias. 

So again, it is seen that Ayahs with the word “Imam” or “Aimmah” in them do not advance the Shia beliefs 
with respect to the belief in Imamah. Indeed, as far as these Verses are concerned, it raises doubts as to 
whether there is a true correspondence between the words of some Shia scholars and what Allah himself 
has to say about “Imamah”, and whether the Shias are attempting to stretch some Verses beyond their 
proper meanings with the intention of proving their beliefs. 

Category six: “Imams” of the pious  

The next Verse to consider where the word “Imam” is used reads: 

� َ���ِ	
�ُ�ْ�ِ �Iَ�ْ.َLْوَا �ٍ�ُMَْةَ أ	;Dُ �IَAِ�� وَذُر��	IَLِأَزْوَا �ْ>ِ �Iَ�َ �َْه �Iَ	&َ�5َِ� 3�ُ3�ُ�َنَ ر	وَا� 
 �>ً�!إَِ<   

And who say: Our Lord! Vouchsafe us comfort of our wives and of our offspring, and make us patterns for 
(all) those who ward off (evil). (Qur’an 25:74) 

This Verse is actually part of a longer sequence where Allah says:  

�3�ُا �Dَ َه3�ُِن�Oَ�ْا =ُFُ<َgَ��دُ ا�;	7َْ�ِ� ا�	3Kُ�ْ�َ �َ�5ِنَ Q�َMَ اْ�َ,رْضِ ه3ًَْ(� وَإِذَا 4َ<َMَِو 
 �>ً��َRَ ·�&;َ�ِ َ3ن
� وَا�	�5َِ� َ�ِ>�ُ>ً��َDًَِ�ا و	ORُ =ْFِ · �	IMَ ْف;ِiْا �Iَ	&َ�5َِ� 3�ُ3�ُ�َنَ ر	وَا�



 �� آَ�نَ hََ;اً<Fَ&َ5َاMَ 	إِن =َ	IFَLَ َ5َابMَ · �>ً�
َ�;eا وَُ<َ�َSْ>ُ ْءت�Rَ �Fَ	)ِ�5َِ� إِذَا · إ	وَا�
3َDَ �َ�َِنَ َ&ْ�َ� ذ�� · اً<� أَ(3�ُ2َا َ�ْ= Sْ�ُِ;3�ُا وََ�ْ= َ�ْ�ُ
ُ;وا وَآَFً�َِِ� إ	ا�� Vَ>َ َ3نMُ�ْ�َ �وَا�	�5َِ� َ�

�ْ�َ%$� وََ�� َ�ْ)ُ(3نَ وََ<� Nْ.َ2ْ�َ ذَِ�َ� َ�ْ�َ$ &ِ �
3�ُنَ ا�I	rَ2ْ ا�	ِ
1 7َ;	مَ ا��	ُ� إِ�	ُ�ْ�َ �4َBَ; وََ�
 �>ً��ً(· أََ@Fَ>ُ �ِ��ِ �ْ�ُwْ�ََو Tِ>َ��mْMَ َ�ُ� اْ�َ.5َابُ 3ْ�َمَ اْ�ِ�َ�َ̂ �ُ � · �َ>َBَبَ و�Aَ �>َ �إِ�	

 ��تٍ وَآَ�نَ ا��	ُ� 32ُhَرًا ر	�7ًِ�IَSَ7َ =ْFِAِ�aَ��Rَ �ُ	لُ ا����<َ�ُ �َaِ�َْو,ُ�َ �%ً�ِ�iَ ��ً�َMَ Nَ�ِMََو
 · �&ً�

3بُ إQ�َِ ا��	ِ� َ<َُ�َ �ُ	)ِ̀�َ �%ً�ِ�iَ Nَ�ِMََبَ و�Aَ �>ََو· وU(ُ�ونَ ا�FَKْ�َ �رَ وَا�	�5َِ� َ�

 �� · وَإِذَا َ<;Uوا ِ&���	U;>َ 3ِjْوا آَِ;اً<Fَ�ْ�َMَ واU;wِ�َ =ْ�َ =ْFِ�&َتِ ر��َv&ِ �5َِ� إِذَا ذُآ�ُ;وا	وَا�
 �)ً��َ�ْMَُو �e�iُ· �ٍ�ُMَْةَ أ	;Dُ �IَAِ�� وَذُر��	IَLِأَزْوَا �ْ>ِ �Iَ�َ �َْه �Iَ	&َ�5َِ� 3�ُ3�ُ�َنَ ر	وَا�

�ُ�ْ�ِ �Iَ�ْ.َLْوَا�>ً�
	ِ��َ� إَِ<  · Tً	�%ِAَ �Fَ��ِ َ3ْن	وا وَُ�َ��;ُ<َiَ ��َ&ِ Tَ�َ;ْjُ�ْوْنَ ا(َOْ�ُ �َaِ�َْأُو
 �>ً��َRََو ·�>ً�
َ�;eا وَُ<َ�َSْ>ُ 6ْIَSُ7َ �Fَ��ِ �َ��ِ�ِ��ؤُآُْ= · 4َMَُد ��ْ= رَ&�3ْ�َ 1َ�ُ&ِ ,ُ<َ.ْ�َ �>َ NْDُ

  !َ)اً<� َ�َ�ْ� آ5َ	ْ&ُ
ْ= 3ْSَ�َفَ َ�ُ�3نُ ِ�

The (faithful) slaves of the Beneficent are they who walk upon the earth modestly, and when the foolish 
ones address them answer: Peace; And who spend the night before their Lord, prostrate and standing,  And 
who say: Our Lord! Avert from us the doom of hell; lo! the doom thereof is anguish; Lo! it is wretched as 
abode and station; And those who, when they spend, are neither prodigal nor grudging; and there is ever a 
firm station between the two; And those who cry not unto any other god along with Allah, nor take the life 
which Allah hath forbidden save in (course of) justice, nor commit adultery - and whoso doeth this shall 
pay the penalty; The doom will be doubled for him on the Day of Resurrection, and he will abide therein 
disdained for ever; Save him who repenteth and believeth and doth righteous work; as for such, Allah will 
change their evil deeds to good deeds. Allah is ever Forgiving, Merciful. And whosoever repenteth and 
doeth good, he verily repenteth toward Allah with true repentance - And those who will not witness vanity, 
but when they pass near senseless play, pass by with dignity. And those who, when they are reminded of 
the revelations of their Lord, fall not deaf and blind thereat. And who say: Our Lord! Vouchsafe us comfort 
of our wives and of our offspring, and make us patterns for (all) those who ward off (evil). They will be 
awarded the high place forasmuch as they were steadfast, and they will meet therein with welcome and the 
ward of peace, Abiding there for ever. Happy is it as abode and station! Say (O Muhammad, unto the 
disbelievers): My Lord would not concern Himself with you but for your prayer. But now ye have denied 
(the Truth), therefore there will be judgment.  (Qur’an 25:63-77) 

Thus, this Ayah is a Dua’ or supplication to Allah for the worshiper to be made an Imam for the pious, in 
addition to being granted happiness through his wives and offspring. The context of this Verse is important 
to take into consideration when looking into the Sunni and Shia commentaries regarding this passage.  

Sunni commentaries of Ayah 25:74 

The Sunni commentaries all take the position that the normal Muslim may recite such words, as they are 
part of the larger qualities of believers mentioned in the passage. For example, Ibn Kathir and at-Tabari in 
their Tafseers include a narration from Miqdad ibn Al-Aswad (Radhia Allahu Anhu) where he says that in 
the early days of Islam, some people would embrace Islam while their close relatives where still 
polytheists. Such were not the “comfort” for the new Muslims, since they knew their loved ones were 
destined for punishment.[69] Thus, the first portion of this Ayah was revealed as a source of hope for such 
people. Other opinions also point to the fact that this portion of the Verse is for Muslims who wish to have 
pious wives and offspring. 



Naturally, the phrase (�>ً�
	ِ��َ� إَِ<�ُ�ْ�ِ �Iَ�ْ.َLْوَا ) is a continuation of this supplication, and the Sunni 

commentaries have considered this when determining who are the “Imams” being referred to in this Ayah. 
Therefore, these commentaries point out that the Muslims as a whole are the ones entitled to supplicate by 
means of these words. There is some discussion of grammatical aspects of this Verse in all the major 
Tafseers, yet the general application of this Ayah is maintained throughout these commentaries.  

I could relate to this view from personal experience. I remember on a number of occasions hearing this 
supplication being made in the masjids, whether as part of the Qunut in prayer or as part of the Duas in the 
Friday sermons. I suppose many Muslims can also testify to this. All this shows that the message in this 
Ayah is not viewed as an indication of any special rank among the Sunni scholars, but rather as a 
supplication that can be recited by any pious Muslim hoping to improve his condition and become a model 
for others.  

Shia commentaries of Ayah 25:74 

The Shia interpretations are tilted towards trying to show that the person or persons praying this specific 
Dua are only the Imams of the Shia faith. For example, Mahdi Puya’s commentary in this respect says: “In 
these verses those righteous persons have been described who have earned the right to pray to Allah to 
appoint them as Imams to guide the pious.”[70] 

Meanwhile, the al-Safi commentary presents a narrative that puts Ali as the sole person who ever made this 
supplication, with the “wives” representing Fatimah, the “offspring” representing Hasan and Hussain, and 
the “Imam” being himself.[71]  

Even though the interpretations provided above are of interest, yet when closely examined we see that they 
cannot correspond to the Shia belief in Imamah for a number of reasons.  

First Issue: Can Infallible Imams recite this Dua? 

As has been noted before about the Shia faith, Allah grants the position of Imamah to the deserving people 
without any outside interference. Moreover, the Imams by virtue of their Infallible status, know that they 
will be appointed Imams one day, specifically when the previous Imam passes away.[72]  

In view of this belief, it is unreasonable to expect the “Imams” to pray in order for them to be “made 
Imams”, specially when prayers and supplications have nothing to do with Allah appointing an Imam. 
Additionally, keeping in mind the perfect qualities an Imam possesses in Shia doctrine, this is basically a 
prayer for a person to be granted perfection and infallibility. In Shiaism, this is a position which a normal 
Muslim worshipper cannot ask for, and which is redundant for an already infallible and perfect person to 
request.  

Taking the story of Ali “praying for Imamah” in a little more detail, it is seen from the narration provided 
by Kashani in his Tafseer al-Safi that Ali first saw that his sons were the comfort of his eyes and truly 
obedient to Allah before he prayed for Allah to make him an Imam for the pious. This again is 
incompatible with Shia doctrine, since (according to Shia ideology) Ali knew from his birth that he was 
destined to become the Imam of the Muslim nation after Prophet Muhammad’s (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa 
Sallam) death. 

Second Issue: What qualities do the people in this Verse possess? 

In the beginning of the discussion about this Verse, it was observed that the passage is a continuation of a 
longer description about the “Slaves of ar-Rahman”. It is proper to list all the qualities that these slaves of 
Allah have before commenting about the generality of the supplication. Thus, the “Slaves of ar-Rahman” 
alluded to in this Verse: 



   

1. Walk modestly upon the earth  
2. When the foolish ones address them they answer: Peace  
3. Spend the night prostrating and standing before their Lord  
4. Say: Avert from us the doom of Hell lo! the doom thereof is anguish; Lo! it is wretched as abode 

and station  
5. When they spend, are neither prodigal nor grudging  
6. Cry not unto any other god along with Allah  
7. Do not take the life which Allah hath forbidden save in (course of) justice  
8. Do not commit adultery  
9. Will not witness vanity, but when they pass near senseless play, pass by with dignity  
10. When they are reminded of the revelations of their Lord, fall not deaf and blind thereat.  

Undoubtedly, all the qualities mentioned above are praiseworthy. Nonetheless, none of them, separately or 
in combination, entails Infallibility or Perfection. Indeed, there could be a very pious person fulfilling all 
these characteristics without having divine protection in order to attain all the traits mentioned above. 
Likewise, the pious person will remain fallible even if he achieves all these requirements, and the 
supplication itself will not elevate him to the status of “Infallible Imamah”.   

To conclude the discussion with respect to this Verse, the purpose of these Verses (starting from Ayah 63) 
is not to exalt a special infallible class of beings. Rather, the purpose is to open the door to all Muslims, in 
order for them to perform good deeds, leave behind their evil practices, and submit to their Lord. Thus, the 
mention of “being made Imams” can only mean Imams in the sense of general models and leaders, not of 
“Divinely appointed Infallible Imams”. 

  

Category seven: Day of Judgement and “Imams”  

In Surah Al-Isra (Chapter 17), Allah speaks of the Day of Judgment, saying: 

��َ �ِIِ��ِ�َ&ِ �ُ&َ�
�َ&Fُ=ْ  3ْ�َمَ َ(3Mُ�ْ آNُ	 أَُ(�سٍ ِ&َِ̀<�ِ<Fِْ= َ�َ�ْ� أُو1َAِ آَِ
ُ,وَْ�ـaَِ� َ�ْ�َ;ؤُونَ آَِ
 Zً�
!وََ� lْ�َُ�ُ�3نَ َ�ِ   

On the day when We shall summon all men with their record, whoso is given his book in his right hand - 
such will read their book and they will not be wronged a shred. (Qur’an 17:71) 

The point of discussion in this case centers on whether the Imams being alluded to in here are the 
“Infallible Imams” as held in the Shia belief. Indeed, many Shias take this Verse to mean that people will 
be called by the “Imam of their time”, and I personally have seen this Ayah being used to this effect by 
some Shias in my discussions with them. However, a view of Sunni and Shia commentaries shows that 
using this Verse as a proof for Imamah has its share of problems. 

Sunni commentaries of Ayah 17:71 

The Sunni commentaries say that there is a difference of opinion among the scholars as to whom the 
“Imams” are in this Verse. The first opinion is that people will be called by their book of records. This is 
the first view proposed in al-Qurtubi’s Tafseer, where he quotes a Hadeeth from the Prophet (Salla Allahu 
Alayhi wa Sallam) in this respect, the hadeeth reading:  



“One of you will be called and will be given his Book in his right hand. He will be in a good physical state, 
with a white face, and there will be placed on his head a crown of shining pearls. He will go to his 
companions and they will see him from afar, and will say, "O Allah, let him come to us and bless us with 
this.'' Then he will come to them and will say to them, Rejoice, for every man among you will be like this.'' 
As for the disbeliever, his face will be black and his body will be enlarged. His companions will see him 
from afar and will say, "We seek refuge in Allah from this, or from the evil of this, O Allah, do not let him 
come to us.'' "Then he will come to them and they will say, O Allah, humiliate him!'' He will say, "May 
Allah cast you away, every man among you will be like this.”.[73] 

This view is also found in the Ibn Kathir commentary, and the at-Tabari Tafseer contains this view as well, 
with Ibn Kathir quoting the same narration presented by al-Qurtubi.[74] 

This view is in line with another Ayah in the Qur’an, where it is stated that every nation will be called by 
its “record”, and in this case the word “Kitaab” is specifically used: 


ْ= Aَْ.َ�3�ُنَ �ُIُآ �� ا3ْ�َ�ْمَ OْAَُ)وْنَ َ<Fَ&ِ�
�ِ@Tً�َ آUNُ أُ<	QMَ�ْAُ Tٍ إQ�َِ آَِLَ Tٍ	>ُأ 	Nُى آ;َAََو !  

And thou wilt see each nation crouching, each nation summoned to its record. (And it will be said unto 
them): This day ye are requited what ye used to do. (Qur’an 45:28)  

Al-Qurtubi points out that the phrase: (�ِIِ��ِ�َ&ِ �ُ&َ�
 that comes immediately after the ( َ�َ�ْ� أُو1َAِ آَِ

word “Imamihim” in effect strengthens the position of those who maintain that the “Imam” in this Verse 
refers to the book of deeds. In addition, the use of the word “Imam” in Verse 36:12 to refer to the Preserved 
Tablet further solidifies the arguments by this group. Ibn Kathir also favoured this view as being the 
strongest.  

Other scholars have taken the view that the “Imam” in here refers to the Revelation that was sent to each 
people, or to the religion that was given to them, as Allah says: 

� �Lً�FَIْ>َِو TًMَ;ْ0ِ =ْ�ُI>ِ �Iَ�ْ.َLَ zN�ُ�ِ !   

For each We have appointed a divine law and a traced-out way. (Qur’an 5:48) 

In addition to these possibilities, other interpretations place the word “Imam” on par with a human leader, 
with the leaders being the Prophets sent to every nation. This is the explanation provided by Mujaahid (as 
quoted in Ibn Kathir’s Tafseer regarding this Ayah). Tafseer at-Tabari also provides this view as his first 
commentary on this Verse, quoting several Ahadeeths in this respect. Others say that the “Imam” by which 
people will be called depends on the leaders the individual followed in this life, so that the followers of the 
Prophets will be called by the Prophets, while the followers of evil leaders or of Shaytan will likewise be 
called by their respective leaders. In all these cases, what is important to note is that none of the major 
Sunni commentaries took the meaning of “Imam” as being a special rank, or that all people will be called 
by one “Infallible Imam”.   

Shia commentaries of Ayah 17:71 

Considering the passionate zeal with which many Shias advance Ayah 17:71 as referring exclusively to the 
“Infallible Imams”, it is interesting to note that none of the major Shia commentaries took this to be the 
only possible interpretation. 

Indeed, some of the Shia commentaries listed some of the same views expressed by the Sunni 
commentators without criticizing such positions. For example, in the at-Tibbyan Tafseer by at-Tusi, it is 



explicitly mentioned that the scholars have differed on the meaning of “Imam” in this Verse. At-Tusi goes 
on to say that some took it as meaning the Prophet the people followed, others as the book of records, the 
Book that was revealed unto the nation, the deities they worshipped, or the people they took as their 
leaders.[75] The Majma-ul-Bayan tafseer also gives the same possibilities, and adds that Imam may also 
mean “their mothers”.[76] 

What is more interesting is that even those Shia commentaries, which took “good Imam” to mean 
“Infallible Imam”, made the distinction between a “rightful” Imam by which the good servants of Allah 
will be called, and the evil Leaders by which the sinners will be called. This can be seen from 
commentaries such as al-Mizan, where Allamah Tabatabai tries hard to show that the “Imam” can only 
mean a human leader. Nonetheless, even he accepts that everyone will not be called by the “Infallible 
Imam”, and that the evil people will be called by their own leaders.[77] 

It can be seen that there is no consensus among the Shia tafseers as to the term “Imam” signifying 
Infallibles only, or that this is the only meaning that can be given to the word “Imam”. Yet, there a number 
of aspects to discuss due to some of the statements we find from the Shia side. 

  

First Issue: Is “Good” equal to “Infallible and Divinely Appointed”? 

It is perhaps expected that the Shia commentaries that interpret “Imam” not as a book but as a human 
would take the “good Imams” this Verse indirectly alludes to as being the “Infallible Imams” of the Shia 
faith. There is a logical error in this line of argument. The truth is that we would need to enter the fold of 
Shiaism first before accepting that “Good” means only “Infallible and Divinely Appointed Imams”. There 
is nothing in the wording of the Ayah to suggest this implication, and it would be very difficult for the 
neutral reader to derive this meaning from the Verse.  

Rather, the Shia commentators who have stuck to this meaning have worked in the opposite direction, 
inserting their beliefs into the Ayah instead of letting the Ayah dictate their beliefs. As a result, such 
commentators have rejected the positions that were tolerated by earlier Shia tafseers, which had accepted 
other interpretations of the word “Imam” as possibly correct.  

Second Topic: Imam for a nation, not for every time  

Some Shia scholars have taken the above usage of the word “Imam” to mean that every time has an 
Infallible Imam, as is stated in standard Shia ideology. Nonetheless, this also seems to be somewhat 
different from the message of the Ayah. The Verse is stating a correspondence between every nation and its 
“Imam”. From Ayah 45:28 it is known that there is a correspondence between every nation and its Book of 
records, and from other Qur’anic Verses the association between every nation and the Messenger that was 
sent to them is established. Moreover, there is a correspondence between every nation and the rites that 
were revealed to them, as evidenced in Verses 5:48, 22:34, and 22:67. In all these cases, the ties are 
between a nation or town and its Prophet, its rites, or its book of records.  

However, the Shia belief in this respect ties the “Imam” to a time, not to a people or town. If the Ayah were 
intended to agree with Shia beliefs, it would have been revealed to strengthen this line of reasoning, instead 
of stating the connection between an “Imam” and a nation (this topic will be further explained later on, as 
there are more evidences that lead the researcher to believe that this notion is altogether flawed). 

Considering all the aspects stated above, it is difficult to establish that Ayah 17:71 relates to the “Infallible 
Imams” as understood in the Shia faith. This is the result of looking into the interpretations made by Sunni 
and Shia scholars alike as to the meaning of Imam in the context of this verse, where it is noted that there is 
no consensus as to the meaning of this word, neither from the Sunni nor from the Shia side. Moreover, we 



see that there is a manipulation from the Shias in reaching the conclusion that “Good” means “Infallible” 
since the Shia belief is injected into the Ayah. Finally, the wording of the Verse does not actually refer to a 
correspondence between an “Imam” and a period of time, but rather between an “Imam” and a nation. 

Category eight: Ishaq (Alayhi Salaam) and Yaqub (Alayhi Salaam) as “Imams”  

Specific Prophets have been mentioned as “Imams” in two Verses. These first of these Ayahs is: 

��َ�%ِ�ِ�iَ �Iَ�ْ.َLَ �e�ُوَآ Tً�َ�ِ��قَ وََ�ْ.3�ُبَ َ(%َRِْإ �ُ�َ �Iَ<َُْ�ونَ  ·  وَوَهFْ�َ Tً	�Xَِهُْ= أ�Iَ�ْ.َLََو
�مَDَِاتِ وَإ;َ�ْwَ�ْا Nَ.ْ�ِ =ْFِ�ْ�َِإ �Iَ�ْ7َْوَأَو �)َ;ِ>ْ,َ&ِ �َ��ِ&ِ�Mَ �Iَ�َ 3ا)ُ��ء ا�)	آَ�ةِ وَآَ
 ا�?	َ��ةِ وَإِ�َ
!  

And We bestowed upon him Isaac, and Jacob as a grandson. Each of them We made righteous. And We 
made them chiefs who guide by Our command, and We inspired in them the doing of good deeds and the 
right establishment of worship and the giving of alms, and they were worshippers of Us (alone). (Qur’an 
21:72-73) 

In this passage, Prophets Ishaaq (Alayhi Salaam) and Yaqub (Alayhi Salaam) are mentioned as “Imams” 
who guided by the Command of their Lord. Reading the previous Verses, Ibrahim (Alayhi Salaam) may 
also be included in this list (his specific case will be considered later). An examination of both Sunni and 
Shia interpretations and a survey of other related Ayahs will clarify whether the belief in Imamah can be 
deduced from these Verses.  

As has been the case throughout this chapter, there will be a need to suppose that the overall rules given for 
Imams by Shia scholars are to be applied to these two Prophets, since there is no specific mention of any 
different rules for Ishaq (Alayhi Salaam) and Yaqub (Alayhi Salaam). In addition, assuming different rules 
would mean that they are “Imams” in a sense different than the one Shias would like to advance, and the 
entire discussion would be pointless.  

Sunni interpretations of Ayah 21:73 

The Sunni interpretations take this Ayah to signify that Ishaq (Alayhi Salaam) and Yaqub (Alayhi Salaam) 
were leaders in a general sense, inviting people to good deeds, to worship Allah and to obey their Lord. 
This is the view of at-Tabari in his Tafseer, as well as that of Ibn Kathir.[78] Al-Qurtubi’s commentary 
mentions some additional points, such as that these Prophets called towards the Oneness of Allah, and that 
the “guidance by Our command” this Verse alludes to the inspiration they received in terms of orders and 
prohibitions.[79] In all these cases, the nature of their “Imamah” is no different from the nature of their 
Prophethood. 

Shia interpretations of Ayah 21:73 

Many of the Shia interpretations give this Verse a meaning similar to the one given by Sunni 
commentators. For example, Allamah al-Kashani in Tafseer al-Safi quotes a narration through which it says 
that Ishaaq (Alayhi Salaam) and Yaqoob (Alayhi Salaam)  put the Commands of Allah over their own 
Commands and the Ruling of Allah over their own rulings in guiding the people, contrary to the case of 
Firaun who put his own Commands and rulings above those of Allah.[80] Allamah at-Tabbarsi in the 
Majma-ul-Bayan commentary makes the argument that they guided the people to the correct path through 
their actions and sayings.[81] The at-Tibbyan interpretation makes the similar comment that they guided 
through their deeds to the correct path.[82] 



In the Tafseer al-Mizan, a fervent effort is being made in trying to prove that the “Imams” Ishaaq (Alayhi 
Salaam) and Yaqoob (Alayhi Salaam) are being mentioned as are “Infallible Divinely Appointed 
Imams”.[83] It can be seen that Allamah Tabatabai says that guidance through a Commandment constitutes 
Imamah, and he ties it to Ayah 2:124 where the “Imamate” of Ibrahim is declared. It is also worth to 
mention that Allamah Tabatabai declares that Nubuwah and Imamah are different functions and Ibrahim 
(Alayhi Salaam) became an Imam only after he had been made a Prophet (implying that in his view 
Imamah is higher than Prophethood). Tabatabai goes on to mention a few of the functions of Imamah in 
terms of preserving the religion and being the ultimate perfect guide for humanity between them and their 
Lord. However, he does not give any further specific evidences as to how Ishaq (Alayhi Salaam) and 
Yaqub (Alayhi Salaam) performed their duties as Imams.[84] To make judgment concerning the true nature 
of their “Imamah”, the specific instances in the Qur’an where these Prophets are mentioned is the only tool 
available to the researcher. 

Looking into Yaqub’s Imamah from the Qur’an 

There are not many narrative stories in the Qur’an from which we can determine the nature of Ishaq’s 
(Alayhi Salaam) Imamah. In the case of Yaqub (Alayhi Salaam), the stories that can be gathered are from 
Surah Yusuf, since Yaqub (Alayhi Salaam) was Yusuf’s (Alayhi Salaam) father. There is at least one 
instance in the Surah that clashes with what Shiaism teaches us about Imamah.  

The issue of Yaqoob (Alayhi Salaam) and his son Yusuf (Alayhi Salaam): Sajdah to Yusuf 

The proof against Imamah from the story of Yaqoob (Alayhi Salaam) and Yusuf (Alayhi Salaam) comes 
from the incident at the end of the narrative, where Yusuf’s father, aunt, and brothers visit him as the Ruler 
of Egypt. Allah states in the Qur’an:  

�لَ َ�� أََ&6ِ هَـ5َا Aَْ,وNُ�ِ رُؤَْ��يَ ِ<� �Dًََ�ا و	ORُ �ُ�َ ْواU;4ََاْ�َ.ْ;شِ و Q�َMَ �ِ�ْ3َ&ََأ Vَ�ََوَر 
�َSَ7َْأ �ْDََو �e�7َ 1�&َر �Fَ�َ.َLَ �ْDَ Nُ<ْDَ َ��> =��ء ِ&ُLََو �ِOْ�S1 ِ<َ� ا�IِLَ;َ4َْ1 إِذْ أ&َ 

�ء إِ(	�ُ Kَ�َ ��َ�� mٌ�Yِ�َ 1�&َر 	1 إِنAِ3َ4ِْ1 وََ&ْ�َ� إIِ�ْ&َ ُن�Yَ�ْ	K)غَ ا�	اْ�َ>ْ�وِ ِ<� َ&ْ.ِ� أَن (
 =ُ��!ه3َُ اْ�َ.ِ��ُ= اْ�َ%ِ   

And he placed his parents on the dais and they fell down before him prostrate, and he said: O my father! 
This is the interpretation of my dream of old. My Lord hath made it true, and He hath shown me kindness, 
since He took me out of the prison and hath brought you from the desert after Satan had made strife 
between me and my brethren. Lo! my Lord is tender unto whom He will. He is the Knower, the Wise. 
(Qur’an 12:100) 

Most of the commentaries, from both the Sunni and the Shia sides, would indicate that Yaqub (Alayhi 
Salaam), his aunt and brothers all did prostration to Yusuf (this would be in appreciation to Allah). For 
example, Ayatullah Mahdi Puya’s commentary says: 

The father, the brothers and the aunt fell down in prostration before Yusuf. There are two types of sajdahs-
one is that which is for Allah in total submission to His will, and the other is done in reverence to pay 
homage to a divinely chosen representative of Allah.[85] 

There are other interpretations and translations that say all (including Yusuf (Alayhi Salaam)) did 
prostration to Allah as a sign of thanks to Him. For the purposes of this discussion, this will only have a 
scant difference, since it is accepted that Yusuf (Alayhi Salaam) was the Ruler of Egypt in both cases. 



The relationship between Yaqub (Alayhi Salaam) and Yusuf (Alayhi Salaam) as to who was the “rightful 
Imam” comes into play in this case[86]. There are only two alternatives that can be considered: 

Yaqub (Alayhi Salaam) as the Imam throughout: One of the possibilities is that Yaqub (Alayhi Salaam) 
was the “Infallible Imam” throughout his life (i.e. after the death of Ishaq (Alayhi Salaam)), including the 
time when he travelled to Egypt under the rule of his son Yusuf (Alayhi Salaam).  

If this is indeed the case, it would seem puzzling as to why Yusuf (Alayhi Salaam) did not leave his post as 
King and hand it over to his father Yaqub (Alayhi Salaam) who, according to the rules of Shiaism, would 
be the most able to carry out such duties. Instead, Yusuf (Alayhi Salaam) is seen giving thanks to Allah and 
saying:  

�Iِ
َ�ْAَB �ْDَ وَاتِ  رَب���َ	Sا� ;َgِ�7َ�دِ�ِ_ َ�bَا Nِ�ِو,ْAَ �>ِ 1Iِ
َ�ْ	�Mََو �1 ِ<َ� اْ�ُ�ْ�ِ
 �َ�%ِ�ِ�	?��&ِ 1Iِ�ْ%ِ�َْوَأ ��ً�ِSْ>ُ 1Iِ	�3َAَ ِوَا{4َِ;ة ��َ)ُUرْضِ أَ(6َ و1���َِ 1�ِ ا��bَوَا!   

O my Lord! Thou hast given me (something) of sovereignty and hast taught me (something) of the 
interpretation of events - Creator of the heavens and the earth! Thou art my Protecting Guardian in the 
world and the Hereafter. Make me to die muslim (unto Thee), and join me to the righteous. (Qur’an 12:101)  

In the situation presented above, Yusuf (Alayhi Salaam) would not be the Imam of his era, yet as a Divine 
Prophet of Allah he should have been aware of the rules of Imamah and how they would affect the 
sovereignty on the land. Yet we see him holding on to the Kingdom and not offering his position to his 
father Yaqub (Alayhi Salaam). 

Yusuf (Alayhi Salaam) as Imam at some stage, replacing Yaqub (Alayhi Salaam): This is the only other 
possibility the Shia faith would provide, considering that Yaqub (Alayhi Salaam) accepted the higher status 
of Yusuf (Alayhi Salaam) during his visit to Egypt.  

It should be kept in mind though, that the Shia doctrine in this regard directs to the conclusion that the 
“official” Imam remains an Imam as long as he is alive. This is the reason why, according to the Shia 
understanding, Ali (Radhia Allahu Anhu) was the “official” Imam even though his sons Hasan (Radhia 
Allahu Anhu) and Hussain (Radhia Allahu Anhu) were also alive and fully Infallible throughout Ali’s 
“Imamah”. This is also why Hussain (Radhia Allahu Anhu) assumed the formal Imamah only after his 
brother Hasan (Radhia Allahu Anhu) had died. Likewise, there is no indication of any Imam “abdicating” 
his post in order for another Infallible to take over.  

To clarify this point, Yusuf (Alayhi Salaam) was obviously lower in knowledge than his father during his 
early years, as is evidenced when he informs his father Yaqub (Alayhi Salaam) of his dream: 

َ�� أَ&6ِ إِ(�1 رَأ6ُ�َْ أKَMَ �َ7َََ; آ3َْآًَ>� وَا�K	rَ�ْ وَ� �ِ�&ِ,َ�ِ mُRُ3�ُ َل�Dَ ْإِذ  =ْFُ
اْ�َ�َ�َ; رَأَْ�ُ
�َ��ِLِ�Rَ 1�ِ ·  	آَْ�ً�ا إِن �ُ�واْ َ�َ��ِ�َ�َ �َAِ3َ4ِْإ Q�َMَ َك��لَ َ�� ُ&1Iَ	 Aَ �َْ�ُ?�ْ رُؤَْ�Dَ

�ٌ�<ِU> sُ�وMَ ِن�Sَ)�ِ�ِ َن�Yَ�ْ	Kدِ�ِ_   · ا��7َbَا Nِ�ِو,ْAَ �>ِ �َ�ُ��.َ�َُو �َU&َر �َ�<ِ
َOْ�َ �َ�ِ5ََوَآ
U=
� Q�َMَ أََ&َ�ْ3َ� Nُ<ْDَ �>ِ إِْ&َ;اهِ�َ= وَُ�ِFَ	�Aََأ �
ُ� Mََ�ْ�َ� وB Q�َMََلِ َ�ْ.3�ُبَ آََ�َ�َ.ْ)ِ 

 =ٌ��ِ7َ =ٌ��ِMَ �َ	&َر 	قَ إِن�%َRِْوَإ!  

When Joseph said unto his father: O my father! Lo! I saw in a dream eleven planets and the sun and the 
moon, I saw them prostrating themselves unto me. He said: O my dear son! Tell not thy brethren of thy 
vision, lest they plot a plot against thee. Lo! Satan is for man an open foe. Thus thy Lord will prefer thee 



and will teach thee the interpretation of events, and will perfect His grace upon thee and upon the family of 
Jacob as He perfected it upon thy forefathers, Abraham and Isaac. Lo! thy Lord is Knower, Wise. (Qur’an 
12:4-6) 

While it can be perceived later that Yusuf (Alayhi Salaam) did indeed gain knowledge and wisdom as 
declared specifically by Allah, this would still leave the fact that he could not really overtake his father in 
wisdom and divine favours, as an application of the rules of Imamah. The first possibility is the only other 
alternative, which has its own set of inconsistencies as noted above. 

Is inspiration equal to Imamah? 

The original Verse under discussion in this section states that Ishaq and Yaqub were “inspired” in the doing 
of good deeds, the establishment of prayer and the giving of alms. All these inspirations and deeds are 
indeed very good and commendable, but there is really no distinction between this and the task of a 
Prophet. This is exactly the reason why no Sunni commentary sees anything strange in calling these two 
Prophets as “Imams”. 

Taking all these evidences into account, it is obvious that saying Ishaq (Alayhi Salaam) and Yaqub (Alayhi 
Salaam) were “Infallible Imams” has serious problems when compared to other Qur’anic passages and with 
the basics of Shia faith. Therefore, there is no alternative but to say that the “Imamah” in this case refers to 
a position altogether different than the one understood by Shias. 

Category nine: “Imam for mankind”… Ibrahim and Imamah  

Perhaps the most oft repeated of Verses by Shias with respect to Imamah that actually contains the word 
“Imam” is Ayah 2:124. The Ayah reads: 

�سِ إِ�	I��ِ �َ�ُMِ�Lَ 1�)ِلَ إ�Dَ 	�Fُ	�Aَ,َ�َ ٍت��َ�ِ�َ&ِ �ُU&َإِْ&َ;اهِ�َ= ر Q�َ
�لَ وَِ<�  وَإِذِ اْ&َDَ �>ً�>َ
 �َ��ِ�ِ�	lِ�ي ا�FْMَ ُل�Iَ�َ �َ َل�Dَ 1
!ذُر��	ِ   

And (remember) when his Lord tried Abraham with (His) commands, and he fulfilled them, He said: Lo! I 
have appointed thee a leader for mankind. (Abraham) said: And of my offspring (will there be leaders)? He 
said: My covenant includeth not wrong-doers. (Qur’an 2:124) 

Indeed, the logical basis for including Prophets such as Ishaq (Alayhi Salaam) and Yaqub (Alayhi Salaam) 
as “Imams” rests on the interpretation given to this Verse, since Ibrahim (Alayhi Salaam) is the ancestor of 
these two Prophets. Likewise, this Verse has been used as the springboard by a number of Shia scholars to 
explain the doctrine of Imamah in all its aspects. 

As I looked into the Shia interpretations of this Verse, I noticed an ambitious effort being put by the Shia 
commentaries in trying to show that Ibrahim (Alayhi Salaam) was an “Imam” in the sense understood by 
Shias. This is perhaps the only Ayah where the word “Imam” is interpreted by all Shia tafseers as meaning 
“Infallible and Divinely Appointed Imam”. However, in their attempts to show that Ibrahim (Alayhi 
Salaam) was appointed as an “Imam”, the Shias have resorted to certain narrations and interpretations that 
lack consistency, or raise more questions than they answer. Even so, the first order of work is to look into 
the Sunni commentaries before looking into the Shia interpretations. 

Sunni interpretations of Ayah 2:124 

The Sunni commentaries for this Ayah mostly elucidate what were the words upon which Ibrahim was 
tried, what type of “Imam” Ibrahim became, and who are the “Thaalims” that are excluded from his prayer.  



With respect to the “Test/Commands” upon which Ibrahim was tried, all the commentaries, when 
considered together, show that there are a number of possibilities regarding what this test consisted of. The 
at-Tabari Tafseer includes these opinions, by noting that some say the “Command” was the Law of Islam, 
while others say it is ten of the Sunnahs of Islam in terms of hygiene and cleanliness. Others say the test 
composed of going through the period of arguing with his people over the stars, moon, and the sun being 
false deities, being thrown into the fire but being saved, going on Hijrah, circumcising himself to fulfil 
Allah’s commandment, and being patient throughout all these trials. Many additional options are 
considered, but at-Tabari himself says that it is most likely a combination of all these, since Ibrahim 
(Alayhi Salaam) did indeed go through a great deal of patience and perseverance in the religion of 
Allah.[87] The other commentaries also broadly discuss these same possibilities with respect to the 
“Command” which Ibrahim (Alayhi Salaam) fulfilled.[88] For the purposes of this work, it is not necessary 
to comb through the merits and faults of each option.  

Next, the meaning of “Imam” is considered in this context. The Sunni commentaries have taken the word to 
mean leadership and guidance, without any further religious meaning. For example, it is taken to mean 
“Prophethood” by some. Ibn Kathir says that Ibrahim (Alayhi Salaam) was made an Imam and leader in the 
aspect of Tawhid. Ibn Kathir further gives evidence from the Qur’an (Ayahs 3:67-68, 6:161-162, and 
16:120-123) that Ibrahim (Alayhi Salaam) is a leader and Imam even for this Ummah.[89] 

Moreover, other opinions suggest that Ibrahim was made an “Imam” because of him being the first in many 
characteristics (such as being the first to be circumcised, the first to be shown the rites of Hajj) so due to 
this he will be followed by all who come after him. Also connected to this is the opinion that Ibrahim 
(Alayhi Salaam) was to be followed in the rites of Hajj by all succeeding nations. 

Once it is known that the term “Imam” is not tied to a strict religious term in the Sunni view, it is 
reasonable that the word “Thaalim” will be interpreted in its apparent meaning as wrongdoer. Thus, 
“Thaalim” is equated with actions such as worshipping idols and disobeying Allah. Also, it is stated in the 
al-Qurtubi Tafseer that the covenant which Ibrahim (Alayhi Salaam) undertook could not be taken by 
“Thaalims”, since their nature is such that they would break the oaths and pledges they promise to 
keep.[90]    

From the Sunni side then, it is seen that Ayah 2:124 has not been interpreted as signifying any specific type 
of Imamah for Ibrahim (Alayhi Salaam), other than the general example he set for future generations and 
the Muslim community.  

Shia interpretations of Ayah 2:124 

The Shia interpretations take a different approach as to what “Imam” means in this case, as they take 
Ibrahim (Alayhi Salaam) as having been chosen to the rank of “Divinely Appointed Imamah” as 
understood in the Shia faith. Indeed, a great number of Shia scholars state that this is the meaning of 
“Imam” in this Verse. For example, Allamah Al kashifu'l Ghita writes when explaining about the 
infallibility of the Imam: 

Like all Prophets, the Imams are also infallible; there is no possibility of their committing any sin. The 
infallibility of the Imam is clearly proved from what God Almighty says in the Holy Qur’an: "Verily, I 
make you an Imam for mankind. He (Abraham) said: "And of my offspring?" He said: "My covenant does 
not reach to the unjust." [91] 

In the same fashion, Allamah Tabatabai in his Tafseer al-Mizan quotes the following narration under the 
discussion of this Verse: 

"Ibrahim was a prophet, and he was not an Imam until Allah, Blessed and High is He, said (to him): 
"Surely I am going to make you an Imam for men” (Ibrahim) said: "And of my offspring?” Then Allah, 



Blessed and High is He, said: "My covenant will not include the unjust” Whoever had (ever) worshipped an 
idol or a sculpture or an image, cannot be an Imam''[92] 

In addition to this, Allamah Tabatabai used Ayah 2:124 to explain what Imamah means in general terms, 
listing the different qualifications an “Infallible Imam” is required to possess (this list was included in the 
introduction to this work). Also, Allamah al-Kashani in Tafseer al-Safi, Ayatullah Makarem Shirazi in his 
commentary, and the Mahdi Puya/Mir Ali commentary all take the same position, that Ibrahim was 
appointed to the rank of “Imam” in a religious sense.[93] 

Because of this idea, the phrase “My covenant includeth not wrong-doers.” is taken to mean that only 
Infallibles can occupy the post of Imamah, with the word “Thaalim” signifying any person who has 
committed a sin at any point during his life. 

Given the narrations and interpretations I discovered while reading the different Shia commentaries and 
works discussing this Verse, I will go through the meaning of the term “Thaalim” first, before moving on to 
the “Imamah” of Ibrahim. 

Is a Non-Thalim to be automatically considered an Infallible?  

The first point to tackle concerns whether a person who is not a wrong-doer (i.e. is not a “Thalim”) is to be 
considered Infallible. This is the natural consequence of the phrase 

� �َ��ِ�ِ�	lِ�ي ا�FْMَ ُل�Iَ�َ �َ َل�Dَ !   

He said: My covenant includeth not wrong-doers. 

found in this Ayah. One of the scholarly Shia answers given to this issue is as follows, stated in Allamah 
Tabatabai’s al-Mizan commentary: 

One of our teachers (may Allah have mercy on him!) was asked as to how this verse could prove that the 
Imam must be ma'sum. He replied: 

Logically, we may divide mankind into four groups: (1) One who remains unjust throughout his life; (2) 
One who was never unjust in any period of his life; (3) One who was unjust in the beginning, but became 
just later on; and (4) One who was just in the beginning, but became unjust afterwards, Ibrahim was too 
sublime in position to ask for the Imamah for the first or the fourth group. This leaves two groups (the 
second and the third), which could be included in his prayer. And Allah rejected one of them - the one who 
was unjust in the beginning but became just later on. Now, there remains only one group who could be 
given the Imamah - the one who was never unjust in any period of his life; that is, who was ma'sum.[94] 

Reading the explanation given above, one can notice the circular reasoning applied by the “Shia teacher”. 
Such an explanation is common among the Shia explaining this Verse and trying to justify Imamah with it. 
Notwithstanding, there are some questions to be asked in this respect, the first one of them being: 

Is it appropriate to equate “Just” with “Infallible” (Ma’asom)? 

The logic behind saying that the group to be given Imamah is “Infallible” (Ma’asom) is by equating it with 
those who are “Just”. In the original Arabic, the word used by the Shia teacher for “Just” is “Ghayr 
Thaalim”. The Shia scholar arbitrarily says that Imamah can only be for those who were just throughout all 
their lives. However, certain other cases when a person can lead a nation without having to be Infallible 
throughout his life, without compromising the essence of good leadership can also be identified.[95]  



The last paragraph above is an exercise in reasoning that will only have limited impact on the conclusions 
that may be reached. Perhaps it is more important to ask:  

Who is a just person? 

The immediate word that would come to our minds when thinking of the opposite of “unjust” is “just”. It is 
not “perfect” or “Infallible”. This is obvious, and does not need much elucidation. Thus, the qualities of a 
just person in general is what the reader should strive to look for. The answer is found from the answers 
given by the office of Grand Ayatullah Ali al-Sistani:  

Question: Who is a just person? 
 
Answer: A person is said to be just when he performs all those acts which are obligatory upon him, and 
refrains from all those things which are forbidden to him. And the sign of being just is that one is 
apparently of a good character, so that if enquiries are made about him from the people of his locality, or 
from his neighbours, or from those persons with whom he lives, they would confirm his good conduct.[96] 

It is seen from the Ayatullah’s answer that under normal circumstances the definition of “just” is not at all 
connected with divine protection from sin, but rather concerns the overall good conduct and piety of a 
person. It struck me as strange as to how this can suddenly change for one Verse of the Qur’an, without any 
unbiased reason provided from the Shia side.  

Additionally, as was seen above, in some narrations and commentaries provided even by Shias, the 
meaning of “Thaalim” is equated with a person who worshipped idols or images. It can be perceived that 
idol worship is not the only sin a person can commit, but rather is a major sin that is tantamount to 
polytheism and Shirk, and such a person is not a Muslim, let alone Infallible. As a result, those who are 
born into the correct religion will likely never prostrate to an idol or image, yet their status according to 
Shiaism is not one of “Divine Protection from Error”.  

 The Qur’anic Viewpoint of “Thaalims” 

It is also appropriate to ask: What is the meaning of “Thaalim” as presented in the Qur’an, and does it agree 
with the idea presented by the Shias? 

Allah gives ample proofs of what acts put a person into the category of Thaalims. Taken as a whole, these 
Verses show that Allah does not consider Thaalims to be people who may have committed a sin or erred at 
one point in their lives, but rather people who are very much steeped in wrongdoing, polytheism, and other 
big acts of disobedience to Allah. This is especially the case when he refers to a nation or group of people 
as Thaalims.  

For example, Allah considers those who transgress his commandments knowingly to be Thaalims: 

�ِ�ُ�3نَ �	lهُُ= ا� �َaِ7ُُ�ودَ ا�ّ�ِ� َ�ُ,وَْ�ـ 	�.َ
! وََ<� َ�َ   

And whoever transgresses the limits ordained by Allah, then such are the Zalimun (wrong-doers, etc.). 
(Qur’an 2:229)[97] 

In other places, Thaalimun are directly equated with polytheists and disbelievers in Allah, such as: 

�ِ�ُ�3نَ �	lونَ هُُ= ا�;ُ�ِ��! وَاْ�َ   



And it is the disbelievers who are the Zalimun (wrong-doers, etc.). (Qur’an 2:254) 

� َ���ِ�ِ�	lإِذًا <�َ� ا� �َ	كَ َ�ِ̀ن َ�َ.6َ�ْ َ�ِ̀(U;ُ̂  وََ� Aَْ�عُ ِ<� دُونِ ا�ّ�ِ� َ<� َ� 2َI�َُ.َ� وََ� َ�
!  

"And invoke not besides Allah, any that will neither profit you, nor hurt you, but if (in case) you did so, 
you shall certainly be one of the Zalimun (polytheists and wrong-doers)." (Qur’an 10:106) 

On a similar note, the evil peoples who disobeyed the Prophets sent to them are termed as “Thaalims”: 

��ِ>ِ3ْDَ Q�َِإ �7ً3)ُ �Iَ�ْRَْ5َ4َهُ=ُ  وََ�َ�ْ� أَر,َ�َ �>ً�Mَ �َ�Sِ�ْ4َ � َ�َ�ِ>َ_ Fِ��ِْ= أTٍIَRَ mَ�َْ إِ�	
3َ��نُ وَهُْ= َ\�ِ�ُ�3نَ UYا�!   

And indeed We sent Nuh (Noah) to his people, and he stayed among them a thousand years less fifty years 
[inviting them to believe in the Oneness of Allah (Monotheism), and discard the false gods and other 
deities], and the Deluge overtook them while they were Zalimun (wrong-doers, polytheists, disbelievers, 
etc.). (Qur’an 29:14) 

Additionally, Thaalims are put on par with those who call themselves as gods: 

� �َ��ِ�ِ�	lي ا�(ِOْ)َ �َ�ِ5ََآ =َ	IFَLَ �ِ�(ِOْ)َ �َ�ِ5َ�َ �ِ)ِإِ(�1 إَِ�ٌ� <�� دُو =ْFُIْ>ِ Nْ�ُ�َ �>ََو !   

And if any of them should say: "Verily, I am an ilah (a god) besides Him (Allah)," such a one We should 
recompense with Hell. Thus We recompense the Zalimun (polytheists and wrong-doers, etc.). (Qur’an 
21:29) 

Allah also states that His curse is on the Thaalims: 

� ْNFَ�َ �e�7َ �IَU&َر �)َ�َMََو �>َ �)َ�ْLََو �ْDَ رِ أَن�	Iبَ ا��%َiَْأ Tِ	IOَ�ْبُ ا�%َiَْدَى أ� وََ(
=ْ�ُU&َر �َMََو �	> =UA�Lََو َ���ِ�ِ�	lا� Q�َMَ �ِ�ّا� TُIَ.ْ	� أَن =ْFُIَ�ْ&َ ٌذ�نJَ>ُ َن	3�ُاْ َ(َ.ْ= َ�َ,ذ�Dَ �e�7َ 

!  

And the dwellers of Paradise will call out to the dwellers of the Fire (saying): "We have indeed found true 
what our Lord had promised us; have you also found true, what your Lord promised (warnings, etc.)?" 
They shall say: "Yes." Then a crier will proclaim between them: "The Curse of Allah is on the Zalimun 
(polytheists and wrong-doers, etc.)," (Qur’an 7:44) 

Moreover, Shaytan and his followers are portrayed as Thaalims: 

�لَ إِ(�1 َ&ِ;يءٌ <�Iَ� إِ(�1 أ4ََ�فُ �Dَ ;َ2ََآ ��نِ اآ2ُْْ; َ�َ��	Sَ)ِ̀�ْ�ِ َل�Dَ ْنِ إِذ�Yَ�ْ	Kا� Nِdَ�ََآ 
�َ��ِ�َ�� وَذَِ�َ� Lََ)اء   · ا��	َ� رَب	 اْ�َ.Fَ��ِ �ِ�ْ�َ�ِ��رِ 4َ	I1�ِ ا� ��َFُ	)َأ ��َFُ
َ<َDِ�Mَ َن��َ�َ

 �َ��ِ�ِ�	lا�!  



(Their allies deceived them) like Shaitan (Satan), when he says to man: "Disbelieve in Allah." But when 
(man) disbelieves in Allah, Shaitan (Satan) says: "I am free of you, I fear Allah, the Lord of the 'Alamin 
(mankind, jinns and all that exists)!"  So the end of both will be that they will be in the Fire, abiding 
therein. Such is the recompense of the Zalimun (i.e. polytheists, wrong-doers, disbelievers in Allah and in 
His Oneness, etc.). (Qur’an 59:16-17) 

There are many other similar instances in the Qur’an. It would be difficult for the neutral person to 
conclude from all these occurrences that “Thaalim” means “fallible”. Even the Shia commentaries do not 
take these other instances of the word “Thaalim” as meaning “capable of committing sins”. Therefore, the 
only conclusion that can be reached about the word “Thaalim” in the Qur’an is that it signifies polytheism, 
disbelief, and a strong inclination to commit evil actions. 

Why so much emphasis on “Non-Thaalims” with “Imams”? 

One of the aspects of the Shia view that is strange is the sheer amount of energy put into trying to show that 
“Thulm” is irreconcilable with Imamah. This is all apparently very good, but we never see such efforts 
being made in trying to show that “Thulm” does not correspond to Prophethood either.  

In Islamic belief, the sinner (or “Thaalim” as the Shia understanding has it) cannot occupy the position of 
Prophethood either. Nevertheless, the Shia interpretations go to great lengths in trying to show the link 
between a “Non-Thaalim” and the Infallibility of the Imam, rather than saying that this is a criteria for 
Prophets and Messengers as well. Considering the high status of Imamah in Shia belief, it would seem that 
Infallibility is a condition only for Imamah, not for Prophethood. 

To illustrate this, the following question may be asked from the Shias:  

What happened to the Prophets from Ibrahim’s (Alayhi Salaam) progeny (or before him) who did not 
become Imams?  Were they “Thaalims” that they did not achieve this status? 

Of course, the Shia will answer the above question in the negative. However, some of the Shia 
commentaries give us a different message. For example, while discussing Ayah 2:124, Allamah Tabatabai 
declares that not all Prophets are Imams. He says: “In one place, Allah declares about various prophets that 
they were rightly guided by Him, and yet does not join it with the statement that they guided their people to 
the truth.”[98] and brings up Ayahs 6:86-90, where a list of Prophets who were guided to the truth is 
provided, but where no mention is made about them leading their people. Amazingly, the only way the Shia 
scholars can come up with such a statement is by indirectly implying that some of the Prophets mentioned 
in these Verses were “Thaalims”, because such Shia scholars are saying that the Prophets who were not 
“Imams” did not guide their people. 

For me, it seemed as a very improper way to advance the arguments in favour of Imamah. Therefore, 
another one of the “proofs” used in favour of Imamah in Shiaism seemed to be shaky and internally 
inconsistent. 

What did Ibrahim do as an “Imam”? 

Another topic to look at concerns the actions of Ibrahim after his supposed appointment as an “Imam”. Any 
Muslim versed in the stories of the Prophets knows about the actions of Ibrahim (Alayhi Salaam) during his 
lifetime, from his early age, passing through the arguments he had with his townspeople, the trials he went 
through from all sides, and his building of the Ka’bah.  

If the Shia interpretation is to be taken as correct, perhaps the only concrete thing Ibrahim (Alayhi Salaam) 
did as an “Imam” was to build the Ka’bah with his son Ismail (Alayhi Salaam). We do not see him calling 
anyone towards his Imamah after he had been appointed as such. Since he is taken as an “Imam for 



mankind” it would be expected for him to travel as far as he could in order to make all mankind recognize 
him as the Divinely appointed Imam, and yet we do not even see him telling his own sons that he is the 
“Infallible Imam”. Almost all the stories about Ibrahim (Alayhi Salaam) are before his presumed 
appointment, and even the building of the Ka’bah in and of itself is not an action that would warrant 
Imamah (e.g. Prophet Ismail (Alayhi Salam) was also responsible for the construction of the Ka’bah even 
though he was not an Imam).  

From what I understood, the inconsistencies in this respect are the result of trying to stretch one Verse of 
the Qur’an to fit all the elaborate concepts Shias have about Imamah. As can be easily seen, the parts 
simply do not come together. 

A troubling narration 

The research into what “Imam” refers to for the Shia is obviously filled with a number of narrations. As I 
was looking through the Shia tafseers, I noticed the following Shia Hadeeth presented with respect to this 
Verse, supposedly from Imam as-Sadiq: 

as Sadiq (a.s.) said: "Verily Allah (to Whom belong Might and Majesty) accepted Ibrahim as a servant 
before making him a prophet; and verily Allah made him a prophet before appointing him as a messenger; 
and verily Allah appointed him as a messenger before taking him as a friend; and verily Allah took him as a 
friend before making him an Imam. When He combined for him all (the above  mentioned) things, He said, 
'Surely I am going to make you an Imam for men.' " The Imam further said: "It was because of the 
greatness of it (i.e., Imamah) in the eyes of Ibrahim (a.s.) that he said: 'And of my offspring?' He said: 'My 
covenant will not include the unjust. ‘“The Imam explained: "A fool will not be Impugn of a pious."[99] 

This narration poses a number of problems for the objective researcher.  It would show without a doubt that 
the Shia view on Imamah is that it is indeed higher than the positions of ‘Abd (servant), Nabi (Prophet), 
Rasool (Messenger), and Khaleel (Friend), and that it is a combination of all these posts. According to this 
logic, Ibrahim (Alayhi Salaam) had to pass through all these stages and then (and only then) was he 
considered suitable for the “test” that would confer Imamah upon him. In fact, Allamah Tabatabai uses this 
narration to build his argument about what an Imam is in general. 

Other scholars also give similar interpretations, such as the Mahdi Puya/Mir Ali commentary that says 
about Ibrahim (Alayhi Salaam): 

In spite of his holding the office of the prophethood he was tested and tried by Allah before He made him 
an Imam. It means that a prophet is not necessarily an Imam and Imamat is an office of a decidedly higher 
order which is granted only when one proves himself suitable and worthy after undergoing a test.[100]    

Moreover, Grand Ayatullah Makarem Shirazi says that Ibrahim (Alayhi Salaam) became an Imam only 
after he had passed the stages of Prophethood and Messengership, again implying that Imamah cannot be 
reached save after reaching these “lower” positions.[101] 

Also, in Peshawar Nights the following is mentioned about Ibrahim (Alayhi Salaam): 

Allah intended to make his rank more exalted. Since prophethood and the title of Khalil (Friend) did not 
apparently warrant a higher rank, the office of Imamate was the only office of a higher order to which even 
a Prophet of Allah could be entrusted.[102] 

These statements pave the way for even stranger comments to be made in some Shia works. For example, 
in Peshawar Nights the Shia scholar Shirazi goes on to say about Ali’s (Radhia Allahu Anhu) position: 



That Ali attained the rank of prophethood can be proven by the reference to the Hadith of Manzila 
(Tradition Regarding Ranks), which has been unanimously narrated in more or less the same words. The 
last of the holy prophets repeated a number of times and in different congregations: "Are you not content 
that you are to me what Aaron was to Moses, except that there shall be no prophet after me?"[103] 
(Peshawar Nights, Fourth Session, Part 3)[104] 

Similarly, Allamah Majlisi asserts: 

"On the whole, after admission of the fact that the Imams are not prophets, we are bound to acknowledge 
the fact that they are superior to all Prophets and Awsiya (legatees) except our Prophet (salutations and 
peace upon him and his family). To our knowledge there is no reason not to describe the Imams as Prophets 
except consideration to the status of the Final Prophet. Our intellect too, cannot perceive of a distinction 
between Nubuwwah (prophethood) and Imamah."[105]  

I was deeply perplexed about these statements. Yes, Sultanu'l-Wa'izin Shirazi gives a synopsis about 
“different types of Prophethood”, in order to show that Shias do not hold Ali (Radhia Allahu Anhu) or the 
other “Imams” to be higher than Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam). However, he does not try to 
roll back the statement about “Ali attained the rank of Prophethood” anywhere in this book, and we are left 
with this most irrational of statements. Similarly, Allamah Majlisi states that the “Imams” are Prophets in 
the same way all the Prophets prior to Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) attained this rank, thus 
stopping just short of equating the “Imams” with Muhammad’s (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) position. 
However, in this case as well, the statement leaves the objective reader in a great deal of bewilderment. 

I am aware that Shias formally declare the finality of Prophethood with the coming of Muhammad (Salla 
Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam). However, it is difficult to reconcile the full “finality” of Prophethood if there is 
a group of people who have passed through the rank and position of Nubuwwah, and according to many 
Shia scholars, have surpassed it and occupy a position of a higher order.  

In conclusion, Ayah 2:124 has been used by Shias to advance their arguments about “Imamah”. However, a 
close look at the specific arguments used by the Shia in this respect show that a great deal of hard-
headedness and biased thinking has gone into advancing such points of view. In other cases, declarations 
that cause confusion and shock among the neutral Muslim reader have been employed. A level-headed 
person can never accept such statements, simply because they constitute a serious deviation from Islamic 
teaching, and are basically statements of groups that are outside the pale of Islam.  

Considering all this, the only possible position is that Ayah 2:124 does not refer to “Imamah” as understood 
in Shiaism, but to a general leadership without theological ramifications. 

The overall conclusion about Imams in the Qur’an  

It is easy to see that the word “Imam” does not refer to the Shia concept of Imamah as far as the Qur’an is 
concerned. Reviewing all the cases I went through, I could see: 

• Three cases (Ayahs 15:79, 11:17, and 46:12) where the “Imam” is not a human, so this cannot 
refer to an “Infallible Imam”.  

• Two more cases (Ayahs 9:12 and 28:41) where the “Imams” are human but are evil, so again these 
are not “Imams” in a Religious sense  

• One case (Ayah 36:12) where it is generally agreed that the “Imam” refers to a Book, the 
Preserved Tablet. The narrations pointing to Ali as the Imam lack sufficient supporting evidence 
from the Qur’an in terms of its wording, and therefore should be rejected.  

• Two cases (Ayahs 28:5 and 32:24) where the Israelites have been mentioned as “Imams”. 
However, in the first case, the reference is clearly tangible material leadership on the earth. In the 
second, the conditions of Imamah in Shiaism are not met, as the appearance of the Imams is tied to 
the patience of the Israelites.  



• One instance (Ayah 25:74) that cannot refer to a Religious Imamah because the leaders in this case 
have become so due to their prayers and general good deeds, not due to Infallible protection or 
status.  

• One more case (Ayah 17:71) where the Sunni and Shia commentaries do not agree as to whether 
“Imam” refers to a human or to a book. Even if taken as a human, no mention of Infallibility is 
stated (evil Imams are also included), and the correspondence is between an “Imam” and a nation, 
rather than an “Imam” and a period, as it should be in the Shia belief.  

• One example (Ayah 21:73) where the qualities of the “Imams” are no different from those of a 
normal Prophet. In addition, one of the “Imams” (Yaqub (Alayhi Salaam)) does not fulfil the 
conditions of Imamah in Shiaism.  

• The final occurrence (in Ayah 2:124) where a number of points that are inconsistent with the 
Qur’an are brought up in order to tie a “Non-Thaalim” to an Infallible. In addition, the narrations 
brought up in order to defend Ibrahim (Alayhi Salaam) as an “Imam” in the theological sense raise 
great problems and irrationalities for the Muslim mind.  

Therefore, none of the occurrences of the word “Imam” in the Qur’an can possibly be taken to mean 
“Infallible Imamah” as understood by the Shia. My conclusion in this respect was that the concept of 
“Infallible Imamah” is not harmonious with the word “Imam” in the Qur’an, and that in some cases, the 
word serves to undermine and contradict this Shia doctrine.    

“NABIS” AND “RASOOLS” IN THE QUR’AN  

After going through the instances where the word “Imam” is mentioned in the Qur’an and determining that 
none of them proves nor supports the concept of Imamah in Shiaism, it was only appropriate to examine the 
context and meaning provided to the words “Nabi” and “Rasool” in the Qur’an. 

Examining the Word Nabi in the Qur’an  

The case with the usage of the word Nabi is quite different from that of the word Imam. While the root 
word from which “Nabi” originates is used in different ways, such as “Naba’” (news), “Naba’tukuma” 
(inform you), “Anba’aka” (informed you), the terms Nabi and Nabieen/Anbiyaa (plural forms of Nabi) 
themselves are used in a very specific manner in the Holy Qur’an. From the approximately 80 instances 
wherein the words Nabi or Nabieen occur, not one of them refers to anything other than a Prophet of 
Allah.[106] 

Below is a list of a few instances when the word Nabi is used in the Qur’an. The list is categorized, to show 
that Allah has revealed a variety of topics surrounding His Prophets. 

Rejecting, Killing Nabis without just cause and its punishment 

�سِ وََ&vؤُوا �	Iا� �َ�> Nٍ<ْ7ََا�ّ�ِ� و �ْ�> Nٍ<ْ%َ&ِ 	�ِ32ُ�ِاْ إ@ُ � Fِ�ْ�َMَ 6ْ&َ;ِnُُ= ا���5	Tُ أَْ�َ� َ<
ٍَ̂� <�َ� ا�ّ�ِ� وFِ�ْ�َMَ 6ْ&َ;ِnَُُ= اْ�َ� jَ&ِ ِ��ّتِ ا���َv&ِ َ2ُُ;ون��TُIَ ذَِ�َ� ِ&َ,(	Fُْ= آَ�ُ(3اْ َ�َْSْ

َ��ء ِ&z$7َ ;ِ�ْjَ ذَِ�َ� ِ&َ�� Mََ?3ا و	آَ�ُ(3اْ َ�ْ.َ
ُ�ونَ <ِ)bَ3�ُنَ ا
!وََ�ْ�ُ   

Ignominy shall be their portion wheresoever they are found save (where they grasp) a 
rope from Allah and a rope from men. They have incurred anger from their Lord, and 
wretchedness is laid upon them. That is because they used to disbelieve the revelations of 
Allah, and slew the prophets wrongfully. That is because they were rebellious and used to 
transgress. (Qur’an 3:112)  



True Believers accept all Nabis of Allah 

�قَ �%َRِْوَإ Nَ�Mِ��َRِْإِْ&َ;اهِ�َ= وَإ Q�َMَ َأُ(ِ)ل �� وََ<Iَ�ْ�َMَ َأُ(ِ)ل ���ّ�ِ� وََ<&ِ �	I>َB NْDُ 
�َ =ْFِ�&	3نَ ِ<� رU�<ِ	Iوَا� QSَ�Mَِو QRَ3>ُ 1َAِأُو ��طِ وََ<<َRْbَ2َ;�قُ َ&ْ��َ وََ�ْ.3�ُبَ وَا)ُ 

!أFُIْ�> �ٍ7ََْ= وََ(ْ%ُ� َ�ُ� ُ<Sِْ�ُ�3نَ    

Say (O Muhammad): We believe in Allah and that which is revealed unto us and that 
which was revealed unto Abraham and Ishmael and Isaac and Jacob and the tribes, and 
that which was vouchsafed unto Moses and Jesus and the prophets from their Lord. We 
make no distinction between any of them, and unto Him we have surrendered. (Qur’an 
3:84) 

Belief in the Nabis is a basis of faith 

��ّ�ِ� وَا3ْ�َ�ْمِ ا{4ِِ; وَاْ��&ِ �َ>َB �ْ>َ 	;<ِ�ْا 	���بِ وَا�I	ِ>���َ�  وََ�ـِ
َ��Tِ وَاْ�َِXِ��َ!   

…but righteous is he who believeth in Allah and the Last Day and the angels and the 
Scripture and the prophets… (Qur’an 2:177)  

Allah sending Nabis as bringers of both good news and warnings 

�سُ أُ<	�	Iنَ ا���بَ  آَ
َ�Tً وَا7َِ�ةً َ�َ>َ.َ_ ا�ّ�ُ� ا�I	�K<َ>ُ �َ���<ِِ;�َ� وَُ<5ِIرِ�َ� وَأَ(َ)لَ َ<َ.Fُُ= اْ�ِ
�سِ ِ��َ�� ا4َْ
32ُ�َاْ ِ��ِ� 	Iا� �َ�ْ&َ =َ�ُ%ْ�َ�ِ �$%َ�ْ�&ِ!   

Mankind were one community, and Allah sent (unto them) prophets as bearers of good 
tidings and as warners, and revealed therewith the Scripture with the truth that it might 
judge between mankind concerning that wherein they differed…  (Qur’an 2:213)  

Allah’s Covenants with the Nabis 

��ُ
ُ�ْAَB ��َ�َ �َ�ْ��<ِ	Iقَ ا��dَ�>ِ �ُ�ّ3لٌ  وَإِذْ أ5َ4ََ ا�Rَُءآُْ= ر�Lَ 	=@ُ Tٍ�َ��بٍ و7َِْ
= <�� آَِ
�لَ أَأDََْ;رAُْْ= وَأQ�َMَ =ْAُ5ْ4ََ ذَِ�ُ�ْ= إiِِْ;ي Dَ �ُ	);ُ?ُI

�Iُ>ِJْ	 ِ&ِ� وََ�َُ�َ =ْ�ُ.َ>َ �<Uَ?��قٌ ��َ�

�هِِ��َ� 	Kا� �َ�> =�ُ.َ>َ ��لَ َ��Fَ0ُْ�واْ وَأََ(ْDَ ��3�ُاْ أDََْ;رَْ(Dَ!   

When Allah made (His) covenant with the prophets, (He said): Behold that which I have 
given you of the Scripture and knowledge. And afterward there will come unto you a 
messenger, confirming that which ye possess. Ye shall believe in him and ye shall help 
him. He said: Do ye agree, and will ye take up My burden (which I lay upon you) in this 
(matter)? They answered: We agree. He said: Then bear ye witness. I will be a witness 
with you. (Qur’an 3:81) 

Forbidden to take Nabis as Lords 



�wِ	
Aَ وََ� َ�ْ,ُ<َ;آُْ= أَن  =
�2ِْ; َ&ْ.َ� إِذْ أَ(ُُ�ْ�� أََ�ْ,ُ<ُ;آُ= ِ&&ً��Tَ وَا��Iِ>��ْ�َ� أَرَْ&َXِZَ�َ�ْ5ُواْ ا
!<SْUِ�ُ�3نَ    

And he commanded you not that ye should take the angels and the prophets for lords. 
Would he command you to disbelieve after ye had surrendered (to Allah)? (Qur’an 3:80)  

Some Nabis favoured over others 

� ٍ�.ْ&َ Q�َMَ �َ���<ِ	Iا� �َ.ْ&َ �Iَ�ْ	̂ �وَاتِ وَاbَرْضِ وََ�َ�ْ� َ��َ	S1�ِ ا� ��َ&ِ =ُ�َMَْأ �َU&َوَر 
� دَاوُودَ زَُ&3رًا Iَ�ْAَBَو!   

And thy Lord is Best Aware of all who are in the heavens and the earth. And we 
preferred some of the prophets above others, and unto David We gave the Psalms. 
(Qur’an 17:55)  

Nabis sent to previous nations 

� ِ<� (	ِ>z1 1�ِ اْ�َ,و	ِ��َ� �Iَ�ْRَْوَآَْ= أَر !   

How many a prophet did We send among the men of old! (Qur’an 43:6)  

  

The reader may think of other categories where to place some of these Verses in addition to the ones 
provided, and there exist many other cases when the word “Nabi” is used in the Qur’an that are not listed 
(this would prove repetitive in the context of the discussion).  

From the few examples provided, it is obvious that the term is used with the meaning of “Prophet of Allah” 
and nothing else. The Sunni and Shia commentaries do not even spend time in trying to prove that the 
instances of “Nabi” mentioned in the Qur’an refer to a Prophet sent on a mission from Allah. This is 
because the inference is so obvious it needs little explanation. Even the most bitter enemy of Islam does not 
attempt to show that “Nabi” means some other type of “Prophet” that is not related to its religious 
connotation.  

The different ways in which the functions and roles of the Prophets are delineated in the Qur’anic verses 
themselves is very straightforward, while the term “Imam” is not treated in such clarity. I personally found 
myself amazed at such a contrast. The reason for this is the weight given to the doctrine of Imamah in 
Shaism to the point that many Shia scholars consider it as being higher than Nubuwwah. It seems strange 
that in the “more important” case only 12 examples are mentioned, some of which go against the doctrine 
under discussion, while the “less important” dogma has been mentioned much more often (almost seven-
fold), all of them pointing towards “Divine Prophethood”. 

Examining the Ayahs of the Qur’an it is seen that there is not a single Verse with the word “Nabi” that 
speaks against the concept of Nubuwwah. Moreover, the belief of Nubuwwah can easily be put together by 
using the Qur’an as the prime reference without stretching the meaning of any of the Ayahs. Later it will be 
seen that some of the Verses discussing Prophets and Messengers contradict and seriously undermine the 
essence of the Shia Imamah doctrine. For the time being however, it is enough to note the difference 



between the manner in which Nabis and Imams are discussed in the Qur’an in terms of the clarity and 
importance given to each of them. 

  

Examining the Word Rasool in the Qur’an  

The next matter to look into is the Qur’an’s usage of the word “Rasool” (Messenger).  Like in the previous 
case with the word “Nabi”, the root word has been used in different ways, with the terms “Arsalnaa”, 
“Arsala”, “’Yursil” sometimes referring to Allah sending Messengers, or to Allah sending a punishment, or 
at other times to a Ruler sending a  delegation. 

However, with respect to the specific word Rasool (and its plural “Mursalin”/“Rusul”), it is seen that the 
total number of times the term has been used exceeds 360 times. There are a few instances (around 15) 
where the Messenger being referred to is either an Angel, or a Messenger that is not divinely sent. 
However, in the remaining cases (about 350 cases) it can be seen that the Rasool is in effect a human sent 
by Allah to declare His religion to a given people. So yet again, the level of clarity the Qur’an uses in 
describing Rasools and its coherence with Islamic belief is quite unlike the comparison between the term 
“Imam” and the doctrine of “Imamah” in Shiaism. 

Again, some of the places where the word Rasool has been used are presented below, placed in categories 
for us to understand the various ways in which the Qur’an explains the role, function, and duties of 
Messengers: 

Messengers sent to Every Nation 

�pِSْ�ِ�ْ وَهُْ= َ��&ِ =FُIَ�ْ&َ 1َِ̂ Dُ =ْFُ�ُ3Rَُء ر�Lَ 3لٌ َ�ِ̀ذَاRُ	ر Tٍ	>ُأ �N�! lْ�َُ�ُ�3نَ  وَِ�ُ   

And for every nation there is a messenger. And when their messenger cometh (on the Day of Judgment) it 
will be judged between them fairly, and they will not be wronged. (Qur’an 10:47) 

People will not be punished until a Messenger is sent to them 

� وََ� Aَِ)رُ وَازِرَةٌ �Fَ�ْ�َMَ UNِ̂ �َ ��َ	)ِ̀�َ 	Nnَ �>ََو �ِSِ2ْIَ�ِ ي�
َFْ�َ � <	ِ� اهَْ
َ�ى َ�ِ̀(	َ�
 �ً3Rَُر _َ.َ<ْ)َ Q	
7َ �َ�&ِ�5.َ>ُ �	Iُآ �!وِزْرَ أ4َُْ;ى وََ<   

Whosoever goeth right, it is only for (the good of) his own soul that he goeth right, and whosoever erreth, 
erreth only to its hurt. No laden soul can bear another's load, We never punish until we have sent a 
messenger. (Qur’an 17:15) 

Peoples Rejecting Messengers 

�Q�َMَ ْوا;ُ<َ?َ�َ �َ�ِ<ْDَ ��> NٌRُُوََ�َ�ْ� آ�5َُ&6ْ ر  ��هُْ= َ(ْ?ُ;َ(Aََأ Q	
� آ�5ُُ&3اْ وَأُوذُواْ 7َ>َ 
 �َ��ِRَ;ْ�ُ�َْ>ِ̀ ا	ءكَ ِ<� (�Lَ �ْ��ََتِ ا�ّ�ِ� و��َ�ِ�!وََ� ُ<َ>��لَ ِ�َ   

Messengers indeed have been denied before thee, and they were patient under the denial 
and the persecution till Our succour reached them. There is none to alter the decisions of 



Allah. Already there hath reached thee (somewhat) of the tidings of the messengers (We 
sent before). (Qur’an 6:34) 

Punishment for those who reject the Messengers of Allah 

� اْ�ُ�ُ;�Iَ��تِ وََ<� آَ�ُ(3اْ  وََ�َ�ْ� أَهَْ�ْIَ��<َ�ْ�&ِ =Fُ�ُRُُر =ْFُAْء�Lََ3اْ و�ُ�َ\َ �	��َ =ْ�ُ�ِ<ْDَ �>ِ َون
 �َ�>ِ;ِOْ�ُ�ْي ا3ْ�َ�ْمَ ا(ِOْ)َ �َ�ِ5ََ3اْ آIُ>ِJْ�ُ�ِ!   

We destroyed the generations before you when they did wrong; and their messengers 
(from Allah) came unto them with clear proofs (of His Sovereignty) but they would not 
believe. Thus do We reward the guilty folk. (Qur’an 10:13) 

Belief in Messengers as a Pillar of Faith 

� �ِ�ّ��&ِ �َ>َB sNُ3نَ آIُ>ِJْ�ُ�ْ&�ِ� وَا	أُ(ِ)لَ إَِ�ْ�ِ� ِ<� ر �
ِ� وَآُُ
ِ>�ِ  Bَ<َ� ا�;	3Rُلُ ِ&َ�ِ�َXِ�>ََو
� وَإَِ�ْ��َ Iَ	&َر �2َْ;اَ(َhُ �Iَ.ْgََوَأ �Iَ.ْ�ِRَ ْ3�ُا�Dََو �ِ�ِRُU2َ;�قُ َ&ْ�َ� أ7ٍََ� <�� ر)ُ �َ �ِ�ِRُُوَر

!اْ�َ�ِ?�ُ;    

The messenger believeth in that which hath been revealed unto him from his Lord and (so 
do) believers. Each one believeth in Allah and His angels and His scriptures and His 
messengers - We make no distinction between any of His messengers - and they say: We 
hear, and we obey. (Grant us) Thy forgiveness, our Lord. Unto Thee is the journeying. 
(Qur’an 2:285) 

� ِ��ِ3Rَُر Q�َMَ َل	5ِي َ()	بِ ا��
َ�� ا�	3Iُ>َB �َ�5ِاْ 3Iُ>ِBاْ ِ&��ّ�ِ� وَر3Rَُِ�ِ� وَاْ�ِFَU�َأ ��َ 

ِ� وَآُُ
ِ>ِ� وَرRُُِ�ِ� وَا3ْ�َ�ْمِ ِ�َXِZَ>ََو �ِ�ّ��&ِ ;ْ2ُ��بِ ا�	5ِيَ أَ(َ)لَ ِ<� Nُ<ْDَ وََ<� َ�ْ
َ�وَاْ�ِ

Zَnَ 	Nnَ �ْ�َ�َ ;ِ4ِ}ً�ا ا�.ِ&َ �ً!   

O ye who believe! Believe in Allah and His messenger and the Scripture which He hath 
revealed unto His messenger, and the Scripture which He revealed aforetime. Whoso 
disbelieveth in Allah and His angels and His scriptures and His messengers and the Last 
Day, he verily hath wandered far astray. (Qur’an 4:136) 

Some of the Messengers’ stories have been told to us, some have not 

��َ�ْ�َMَ =ُْه�Iَ?ْ?َDَ �ْDَ ZًRَُُ= ا�ّ��ُ  وَر	وَآَ� �َ�ْ�َMَ =ْFُ?ْ?ُ�ْ)َ =ْ	� ZًRُُوَر Nُ<ْDَ �>ِ 
��ً��ِ�ْAَ QRَ3>ُ!   

And messengers We have mentioned unto thee before and messengers We have not 
mentioned unto thee; and Allah spake directly unto Moses; (Qur’an 4:164) 

Purpose of Messengers 



�سِ Q�َMَ ا�ّ�ِ� O7ُ	Tٌ َ&ْ.َ� ا�;NِRُU وَآَ�نَ ا�ّ��ُ �	I��ِ َ3ن�ُ�َ 	Zaَ�ِ �َ�ِ5ِرI>َُو �َ�;ِ�K<َU> ZًRُUر 
 ��ً��!Mَِ)�ً)ا 7َِ   

Messengers of good cheer and of warning, in order that mankind might have no argument 
against Allah after the messengers. Allah was ever Mighty, Wise. (Qur’an 4:165) 

  

� �Iَ�ِ3Rَُر Q�َMَ �َ��Mَْ�ُ�3اْ أَ(	َ� =ْ
ُ�ْ	�3َAَ 3لَ وَا5َ7ْرُواْ َ�ِ̀نRُ	;3اْ ا�.ُ�gَِ3اْ ا�ّ�َ� وَأ.ُ�gَِوَأ 
!اْ�َ>Zَغُ اْ�ُ�ِ>�ُ�   

Obey Allah and obey the messenger, and beware! But if ye turn away, then know that the 
duty of Our messenger is only plain conveyance (of the message). (Qur’an 5:92) 

Disbelievers and Messengers on Day of Judgement 

�ءتْ  هlُI�َ Nَُْ;ونَ إِ�	 Aَْ,وِ�َ�ُ� 3ْ�َمَ َ�ْ,Aَ 1Aِْ,وِ�ُ�ُ��Lَ �ْDَ Nُ<ْDَ �>ِ Pُ3Sُ)َ �َ�5ِ	3�ُ�َلُ ا� 
 �	Iُ5ِي آ	ا� ;َ�ْhَ Nَ�َ.ْIَ�َ Uأَوْ ُ(َ;د �Iَ�َ ْ2َُ.3اKْ�َ�َ ء�.َ2َ0ُ �>ِ �Iَ	� NFَ�َ �$%َ�ْ�&ِ �Iَ�&َر NُRُُر

� آَ�ُ(3اْ 2ْ�ََ
ُ;ونَ 	> =FُIْMَ 	Nnََو =ْFُSَ2ُ)َواْ أ;ُSِ4َ �ْDَ Nُ�َ.ْ)َ!   

Await they aught save the fulfilment thereof? On the day when the fulfilment thereof 
cometh, those who were before forgetful thereof will say: The messengers of our Lord 
did bring the Truth! Have we any intercessors, that they may intercede for us? Or can we 
be returned (to life on earth), that we may act otherwise than we used to act? They have 
lost their souls, and that which they devised hath failed them. (Qur’an 7:53) 

Believers and Messengers on Day of Judgement 

�Aَ zNhِ �ْ�> =ُِ�ورِهiُ 1�ِ �>َ �IَMْ(َ)ََ3�ُاْ اْ�َ%ْ�ُ� ِ�ّ��ِ  و�Dََرُ و�Fَ)ْbَا =ُFِ
ِ%ْAَ �>ِ ي;ِOْ
 �$%َ�ْ�&ِ �Iَ�&َر NُRُُءتْ ر�Lَ �ْ�َ�َ �ُ�ّا� �
ِ�يَ �3ْ�َ أَنْ هََ�اَ(َFْIَ�ِ �	Iُآ �ا�	5ِي هََ�اَ(� Fَ�ِـ5َا وََ<

�ُ�َ.ْAَ =ْ
ُIُآ ��َ&ِ ��ُ= اIOَ�ْ	Tُ أُورِْ@ُ
ُ�3هَُ�ْAِ 3نَ وَُ(3دُواْ أَن!   

And We remove whatever rancour may be in their hearts. Rivers flow beneath them. And 
they say: The praise to Allah, Who hath guided us to this. We could not truly have been 
led aright if Allah had not guided us. Verily the messengers of our Lord did bring the 
Truth. And it is cried unto them: This is the Garden. Ye inherit it for what ye used to do. 
(Qur’an 7:43) 

Messengers put under hardship 



�	) �>َ 1َ�OIُ�َ ��ءهُْ= َ(ْ?ُ;َ(Lَ ْآ5ُُِ&3ا �ْDَ =ْFُ	)َ3اْ أUI\ََو NُRُU;سَ ا�,َ�ْ
َRْإِذَا ا Q	
�ء  7َKَ
 �َ�>ِ;ِOْ�ُ�ْا3ْ�َ�ْمِ ا �ِMَ �IَRُ,ْ&َ Uوََ� ُ�َ;د!   

Till, when the messengers despaired and thought that they were denied, then came unto 
them Our help, (Qur’an 12:110) 

Believing in Allah and His Messengers as a way to Sincerity and Paradise 

ا�	3Iُ>َB �َ�5ِا ِ&���	ِ� وَرRُُِ�ِ� أُوaِ�ََْ� هُُ= ا�?����3�ُنَ وَا�FَUKَ�اء IMَِ� رَ&�Fُ�َ =ْFِْ= أLَُْ;هُ=ْ  وَ�
!وَُ(3رُهُْ=   

And those who believe in Allah and His messengers, they are the loyal, and the martyrs 
are with their Lord; they have their reward and their light; (Qur’an 57:19) 

Thus, it is seen that the way the word “Rasool” has been mentioned in the Qur’an is even more 
commanding and authoritative than for the word “Nabi”. Only 13 of the occurrences of the word “Rasool” 
were included above, and yet there can be no doubt as to what type of “Messenger” the Qur’an is referring 
to. As noted before, there are a few cases in which the word “Rasool” has been used outside of its religious 
meaning or has been used with respect to non-human Messengers. Yet the total number of occurrences 
where the Messenger being alluded to is in line with Islamic doctrine are so many and so unambiguous that 
only a fanatic would deny the importance Allah has placed upon the concept of “Risaalah” in the Qur’an. 
Even if a person with minimal knowledge on how to interpret the Qur’an were to give his opinion about 
these Verses, we would find that his understanding in many cases corresponds closely to that of the expert 
scholars of Islam. This is due to the radiating clarity with which many of these Ayahs have been revealed. 
Again, if we were to compare it with the “higher” principle of Imamah, we would see the weakness of the 
Shia arguments. 

I started to see the difference between what the Shia scholars were stating in terms of the importance of 
Imamah and what Allah Himself has said in the Qur’an. Was it only a coincidence that the manners in 
which these doctrines are discussed are so vastly different? Or is it because Imamah is not part of the Islam 
revealed to Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam), and is the product of a different outlook? 

GENERAL AND SPECIFIC VERSES OF THE QUR’AN 
AND PROBLEMS WITH IMAMAH  

As I was reading the Qur’an looking for the instances of the words Imam, Rasul, and Nabi in its different 
aspects, I noticed many Verses that put the Shia doctrine of Imamah under further problems.  

There a number of broad ideas of Imamah in Shiaism that clash with the Qur’an. These can be categorized 
under the following topics: 

·        The idea that the Imam is the main unit of guidance. 

·        The notion that there is an Imam for every time. 

·        The belief that the entire world should recognize one Imam. 



·        The notion that the Imam is the best of all humans in all virtues, especially in terms of 
his knowledge and wisdom. 

·        The belief that the coming of the Imams has been foretold by the previous Prophets 
and Messengers. 

Some of the problems these notions have with the Qur’an were briefly explored in the previous sections. In 
this chapter, a series of Verses will be presented that portrays this lack of correspondence between Shiaism 
and the Qur’an in clearer terms, and that showed for me many of the serious deficiencies in Shia doctrine 
that may be overlooked by other researchers.  

First General Problem: Is the Imam the main source of guidance? 

The Shia insistence on Imamah as a supposed central doctrine in Islam is an indication that the “Imam” 
should be the main source of bringing the people out of their darkness and showing them the truth. 
Notwithstanding, this assumption is put under severe strain due to the confusion of the Imami Shias with 
respect to when Prophets became “Imams” and started to guide their people under this “superior” position 
of authority, and the fact that none of the Prophets mentioned in the Qur’an ever presented himself as an 
“Imam” to his nation.  

When did the other Prophets become “Imams”?  

One of the unanswered problems of the Imami Shias is with respect to explaining who was an Imam and 
who was a Prophet. Outside of Ibrahim’s (Alayhi Salaam) case, they cannot say for sure when certain 
Prophets became “Infallible Imams”.  

Many ordinary Shias say that these noble figures were appointed Imams at the same moment they became 
Prophets. Nevertheless, the case of Ibrahim as explained by Shia scholars in this Verse shows otherwise… 
a Prophet does not become an Imam until he reaches a “higher level of spirituality”, a stage that according 
to the Shia scholars may not come until very late in the Prophet’s life. 

To take the case a little further, there is no way to know when Ishaq (Alayhi Salaam) or Yaqub (Alayhi 
Salaam) became “Imams”, since Shias mention no incident about their “appointment to Imamah”.   If it is 
supposed that Ishaq (Alayhi Salaam) was named by Ibrahim (Alayhi Salaam), and Yaqub (Alayhi Salaam) 
was named by Ishaq (Alayhi Salaam), the question would arise as to why Ibrahim (Alayhi Salaam) was 
named as Imam by Allah in such a direct manner, rather than (as the Shias believe should be the case) a 
will from his “ predecessor ”. 

In any case, this would answer the paradox for three “Imams” only. There would still be hundreds or 
thousands of “Prophet-Imams” about whom it is not known when they were “elevated to Imamah”. It must 
be remembered that the time when the Imam “leads the faithful of the world” is of more importance to the 
Shia than where he lives. For me, this turned out to be one of the more problematic issues with the Imami 
Shias, since it was obvious their scholars had not paid much attention to it outside of Verse 2:124. 

How do they present themselves?  

It would be of utmost importance for the holy personalities sent by Allah to make extremely clear from the 
very outset of their mission exactly who they are and what they have been sent for. It is seen from the 
Qur’an that the Messengers of Allah go to their people and specifically inform them about their position as 
“Rasools” of Allah. The following examples can be provided in connection to this issue: 



7ً3� إِ�)ُ �Iَ�ْRَْإِ(�1َ  َ�َ�ْ� أَر Pُ;ُ�ْhَ �ٍإَِ�ـ �ْ�> =�ُ�َ �3ِْ<ِ� َ�َ��لَ َ�� 3ْDَمِ اMُْ>ُ�واْ ا��	َ� َ<Dَ Q�َ
 =ٍ�lِMَ ٍ5َابَ 3ْ�َمMَ =ْ�ُ�ْ�َMَ ُف��لَ اْ�َ�ُ� ِ<� 3ْDَِ<ِ� إِ(	� Iَ�ََ;اكَ Zَnَ 1�ِلٍ <Uِ>�ٍ�  ·أ4ََDَ·  

�لَ َ�� 3ْDَمِ Tٌ�َZَnَ 1&ِ rَ�ْ�َ وََ�ِ�1�I رَDَ �َ��ِ�َ�!3Rُلٌ <�� ر	ب� اْ�َ.  

We sent Noah (of old) unto his people, and he said: O my people! Serve Allah. Ye have no other Allah save 
Him. Lo! I fear for you the retribution of an Awful Day. The chieftains of his people said: Lo! we see thee 
surely in plain error. He said: O my people! There is no error in me, but I am a messenger from the Lord of 
the Worlds. (Qur’an 7:59-61) 


	3�ُنَ �Aَ Zَ�ََأ Pُ;ُ�ْhَ �ٍإَِ�ـ �ْ�> =�ُ�َ ��لَ َ�� 3ْDَمِ اMُْ>ُ�واْ ا�ّ�َ� َ<Dَ ًهُْ= ه3ُدا��دٍ أ4ََMَ Q�َِوَإ · 
�لَDَ �َ�&ِِذ��2َ�هTٍَ وِإِ(	� UIlُIَ�ََ� ِ<َ� اْ�َRَ 1�ِ َاك;َIَ�َ � · اْ�َ�ُ� ا�	�5َِ� آ2ََُ;واْ ِ<� 3ْDَِ<ِ� إِ(	

 �َ��ِ�َ�2َ�هTٌَ وََ�ِ�1�I ر3Rَُلٌ <�� ر	ب� اْ�َ.Rَ 1&ِ rَ�ْ�َ ِ3ْمDَ ��لَ َ�Dَ!  

And unto (the tribe of) A'ad (We sent) their brother, Hud. He said: O my people! Serve Allah. Ye have no 
other Allah save Him. Will ye not ward off (evil)?  The chieftains of his people, who were disbelieving, 
said: Lo! we surely see thee in foolishness, and lo! we deem thee of the liars.  He said: O my people! There 
is no foolishness in me, but I am a messenger from the Lord of the Worlds. (Qur’an 7:65-67) 

� �َ��ِRَ;ْ�ُ�َْ&6ْ َ@ُ�3دُ ا	3�ُنَ  · آ5َ	
Aَ ��qٌ�ِ أََ�iَ =ُْأ34َُه =ْFُ�َ َل�Dَ ْ3لٌ  ·إِذRَُر =ْ�إِ(�1 َ�ُ
  !أَِ<�ٌ� 

(The tribe of) Thamud denied the messengers (of Allah) When their brother Salih said unto them: Will ye 
not ward off (evil)? Lo! I am a faithful messenger unto you (Qur’an 26:141-143) 

� =��لَ QSَ�Mِ اْ&ُ� َ<ْ;َ�َ= َ�� َ&1Iِ إRَِْ;اNَ�Xِ إِ(�1 ر3Rَُلُ ا��	ِ� إَِ�ْ�ُDَ ْوَإِذ !   

And when Jesus son of Mary said: O Children of Israel! Lo! I am the messenger of Allah unto you…  
(Qur’an 61:6) 

� �َ��ِ�َ�َ�َ��لَ إِ(�1 ر3Rَُلُ رَب� اْ�َ. �ِaِ�َ>ََ3ْنَ وMَ;ْ�ِ Q�َِإ �IَAِ��َv&ِ QRَ3>ُ �Iَ�ْRَْوََ�َ�ْ� أَر !   

And verily We sent Moses with Our revelations unto Pharaoh and his chiefs, and he said: I am a messenger 
of the Lord of the Worlds. (Qur’an 43:46) 

In the instances shown above, it can be observed that each Messenger of Allah went to his respective 
people and proclaimed that he was a Messenger sent from Allah to convey the true message to his people. 
It is essential to note that this announcement was made at the very beginning of the each Prophetic mission, 
so as to absolve these noble souls from any misinformation and falsehood that may have been attributed to 
them later.  

By the same token, it would be expected for the "Imams" (such as Ibrahim (Alayhi Salaam), Musa (Alayhi 
Salaam) and others whom the Shias say were Imams) to come to their people and give this important 
declaration to them, due to the overwhelming significance Imamah should have in the Divine Message. 
However, this is not the case ... there is no individual coming to his people at any time and presenting 



himself as an "Imam" who will lead his nation out of darkness into light and give them divine guidance as a 
product of his position as "Imam". As seen in the previous sections, even in the few cases where Prophets 
become "Imams", there is no significant change in the mission of these Prophets, to the point that some 
Shia commentators themselves fail to see the difference in these cases.    

This was an important observation I noted, since it made me realize that the concentration of Allah’s 
messages were given by  people who explicitly proclaimed their Messengership (and not their supposed 
“Imamah”) even in the face of fierce opposition from all sides. It certainly was unreasonable that these 
great Men of Allah had simply forgotten to say they were “Imams” to the world if such a post was of the 
importance and weight the Shias have given to it. Also, it was highly unlikely that persecution and 
opposition did not prevent the “Prophet-Imams” from repeatedly portraying themselves as Prophets, but the 
same persecution would force them to remain silent about being Imams. 

Second General Problem: Prophets for every nation, Imams for every time?  

The theoretical foundation of Imamah rests on the supposition that an Imam is sent for every time. This is 
why according to the Shias Imamah continues to this day, since it is a continuous institution that can never 
be broken.  

However, it is interesting to note that the Qur’an does not say anything at all about there being a 
correspondence between time and a Divine Imam, or even between time and a Messenger. Yet, we do find 
the following Verses in the Qur’an: 

�pِSْ�ِ�ْ وَهُْ= َ� lْ�َُ�ُ�3نَ �&ِ =FُIَ�ْ&َ 1َِ̂ Dُ =ْFُ�ُ3Rَُء ر�Lَ 3لٌ َ�ِ̀ذَاRُ	ر Tٍ	>ُأ �N�! وَِ�ُ   

To every people (was sent) a messenger: when their messenger comes (before them), the matter will be 
judged between them with justice, and they will not be wronged. (Qur’an 10:47) 

� ْ�	> =FُIْ�ِ�َ َ3تhُ�	Y3اْ ا�<ُIِ
َLُْ�واْ ا�ّ�َ� وَا<ُMْ3ً� أَنِ اRُ	ر Tٍ	>ُأ �Nُ1�ِ آ �Iَdْ.َ&َ �ْ�َ�ََو 
Sِ�َ Tُ�َZ	̂ �ُ;واْ 1�ِ اbَرْضِ َ��(lُُ;واْ آmَ�َْ آَ�نَ هََ�ى ا�ّ�ُ� وَِ<> =FُIْ	�7َ �ْ	Mَ 6َْ�ْ�ِ� ا�

 �َ�&ِ�5��Tُ<َDِ اْ�ُ�َMَ!   

For We assuredly sent amongst every People a messenger, (with the Command), "Serve Allah, and eschew 
Evil": of the People were some whom Allah guided, and some on whom error became inevitably 
(established). So travel through the earth, and see what was the end of those who denied (the Truth). 
(Qur’an 16:36)  

Thus, the relationship in the Qur’an is set between a people and a Messenger, not only in these places, but 
in other parts of the Qur’an as well. The question that comes up is: If the concept of Imamah in reality is 
more important than Prophethood or at least should be on an equal footing for a person to have true belief, 
then why do we not see this important relationship between period and Imamah mentioned even once in the 
Qur’an? 

Thus again, I was puzzled between the manner Shiaism treats Imamah and the way Allah treats it in the 
Qur’an. 

Not until Allah sends a Prophet?  

Under the same general trend, Allah has revealed Qur’anic Verses such as: 



� �� وََ<IَAِ��َB =ْFِ�ْ�َMَ 3�ُ
ْ�َ ��ً3Rَُر �Fَ�>ُ1�ِ أ _َ.َ<ْ�َ Q	
 وََ<� آَ�نَ رَ&َU� Fْ>ُِ�َ� اْ�ُ�َ;ى 7َ
�ِ�ُ�3نَ \َ �Fَ�ُْوَأَه ��1 اْ�ُ�َ;ى إِ�	ِ�ِFْ>ُ �	Iُآ!   

Nor was thy Lord the one to destroy a population until He had sent to its centre a messenger, rehearsing to 
them Our Signs; nor are We going to destroy a population except when its members practise iniquity. 
(Qur’an 28:59) 

and 

                                                                                              

�Uنَ ا�ّ��ُ  ر��سِ Q�َMَ ا�ّ�ِ� O7ُ	Tٌ َ&ْ.َ� ا�;NِRُU وَآَ	I��ِ َ3ن�ُ�َ 	Zaَ�ِ �َ�ِ5ِرI>َُو �َ�;ِ�K<َU> ZًRُ
 ��ً��!Mَِ)�ً)ا 7َِ   

Messengers of good cheer and of warning, in order that mankind might have no argument 
against Allah after the messengers. Allah was ever Mighty, Wise. (Qur’an 4:165) 

In the first Verse presented, it is stated that Allah would not destroy a people or nation until a Messenger 
had been sent by Allah “rehearsing to them Our Signs”. From this the following can be concluded: 

1. The criteria for the punishment of a people is based upon their attitude towards their 
Messengers/Prophets. It is noteworthy that the “sending of Imams” is not mentioned at all, even though this 
is the case to be expected, given the Shia idea with respect to the centrality of Imams with respect to the 
guidance of people. 

2. As mentioned before, the implication in this and other similar Verses (such as Ayah 
17:15) is that a people are relatively innocent of the faults they are committing until the time a Messenger 
comes to them.[107] If there had been an Imam among the nation, already offering guidance towards the 
path of Allah but being rejected by its inhabitants, then the sending of Messengers before destroying the 
people would have been redundant, since the Hujjah (proof of Allah) would have been present among 
them. If the Shia reasoning were to be applied further, it would be doubly irrelevant for Allah to send a 
Messenger at all, since the Imam’s duty is greater than that of a Messenger.   

Moving on to the second Verse it is seen that the Qur’an reiterates this line of reasoning in stronger terms. 
It is stated that the people will not have an argument regarding their misguidance once the messenger has 
been sent. Again, there is no mention of an “Imam” or any other Divine Representative in this respect.   

While the Shias maintain that the “Imam” is always present among the inhabitants of the earth and it is the 
responsibility of the people to find out who he is and follow him accordingly,  the Qur’an states otherwise, 
saying that the evidence is against the nation once the messenger is sent to them. It is amazing to note that 
the Messengers and Prophets are the prime source of guidance everywhere in the Qur’an… he does not 
“call people to the Imam” or remind them of the “negligence they were showing the Imam”, but rather calls 
the erring people to reach guidance by following him directly.  

List of Imams?  

The Shia are fond of showing the Sunni side how the “12 Imams” are the true leaders of the Islamic 
community, and how no one else is worthy of being an “Imam”. However, delving a bit deeper into the 
Imami Shia doctrine, it is seen that the Shia scholars are quite confused about the identity of the “Imams” 



before the advent of Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam). Most Shias do not think about this at all, 
since the entire effort of the faith is to follow the “12 Imams” after the Prophet (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa 
Sallam). Yet, if the proper consideration is put on the idea that there should be an Imam for each epoch as 
far as the Shia are concerned, it would be of paramount importance for there to be a total list of all the 
Imams from the time of Adam (Alayhi Salaam) up to now.  

The truth is that there is no agreement among the Shia scholars as to the specific figures who occupied the 
position of “Imamah” prior to the coming of the Prophet Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam). 
Yes, it is supposed that certain Prophets like Musa (Alayhi Salaam), Nuh (Alayhi Salaam), Isa (Alayhi 
Salaam), etc. were also “Imams”, but this is at most a partial answer to the problem (and as will be seen, 
this is also a faulty supposition).   

The case of Ibrahim (Alayhi Salaam) and the Imam before him  

As a direct consequence of the problem discussed above, the time frame of Ibrahim’s (Alayhi Salaam) 
Imamah should be considered, as well as whether it can blend into the overall Imamah concept as perceived 
by Shias.  

If Ibrahim (Alayhi Salaam) was not an Imam for many years of his Prophethood, then this would mean that 
there was another person higher in status than himself who was occupying the post of Imam during this 
period of time. If the Shia position is taken as correct, Ibrahim (Alayhi Salaam) should have been the 
“follower" of this Imam during his “lower” positions of Prophet and Messenger. It is strange that Allah 
does not inform the Muslims of the identity of this person. In fact, Ibrahim (Alayhi Salaam) is always 
presented as the person calling others to follow his example, or he is presented as having followers 
(independent of any "higher" human authority), even before his supposed appointment as “Imam”. For 
example, in the case of Ibrahim and his father Azar, the Qur’an says: 

�e�3ِRَ �gًا;َiِ َ1 أَهِْ�كIِ.ْ<ِ	A��َ �َAِ,ْ�َ =ْ�َ ��ءِ(1 ِ<َ� اْ�ِ.ْ�ِ= َ<Lَ �ْDَ 1�)ِأََ&6ِ إ ��َ  �!   

 O my father! Lo! there hath come unto me of knowledge that which came not unto thee. So follow me, and 
I will lead thee on a right path. (Qur’an 19:43) 

Also, Ibrahim's followers are presented in the Qur’an: 

��ِ TٌIَSَ7َ ٌ3َةRُْأ =ْ�ُ�َ 6ْ)َ��=ْ  Dَْ� آَُI>ِ اء;َ&ُ ��3�ُا Fِ>ِ3ْ�َ�ِْ= إِ(	Dَ ْ�5َِ� َ<َ.ُ� إِذ	1 إِْ&َ;اهِ�َ= وَا�
!  

There is a goodly pattern for you in Abraham and those with him, when they told their folk: Lo! we are 
guiltless of you and all that ye worship beside Allah. (Qur’an 60:4) 

It is easy to see that Ibrahim (Alayhi Salaam) was always calling people towards following him directly 
while he was “only a Prophet”. He never hinted towards the need to follow someone “above him” or an 
“Imam” anywhere in the Qur’an. Also, the Shias themselves have not attempted to decisively name who 
the “Divinely Appointed Imam” was during Ibrahim’s (Alayhi Salaam) Prophethood but before his 
Imamah. All these things point to the inevitable conclusion that there was no Imam during this time, and 
that the Imamah doctrine is faulty in its very basis. 

Yaqub (Alayhi Salaam) near his death and Imamah 

The story of Yaqub (Alayhi Salaam) and his plea to his children when his death was near also raises 
questions about Imamah. The Qur’an states: 



�Fَ0ُ =ْ
ُIُ3�ُاْ  أَمْ آ�Dَ ُ�ونَ ِ<� َ&ْ.ِ�ي<ُ.ْAَ �>َ �ِ�Iِ<َ�ِ َل�Dَ ْ3�ُبَ اْ�َ�3ْتُ إِذ.ْ�َ ;ََ̂ َ�اء إِذْ 7َ
� وَا7ًِ�ا وََ(ْ%ُ� َ��ُ Fًقَ إَِ�ـ�%َRِْوَإ Nَ�Mِ��َRِْإِْ&َ;اهِ�َ= وَإ �َXِ�&َB �َوَإَِ�ـ �َFَإَِ�ـ �ُ<ُ.ْ)َ

!ُ<Sِْ�ُ�3نَ    

Or were ye present when death came to Jacob, when he said unto his sons: What will ye worship after me? 
They said: We shall worship thy god, the god of thy fathers, Abraham and Ishmael and Isaac, One Allah, 
and unto Him we have surrendered. (Qur’an 2:133) 

It is clear that Yaqub (Alayhi Salaam) is putting a huge amount of emphasis on the Oneness of Allah, and 
that his children were meant to die only as Muslims. This is expected from a Prophet of Allah, since it 
constituted the basis of true faith.  

But Yaqoob (Alayhi Salaam) is not mentioning anything about following the proper “Infallible Divine 
Imam” after his death, or who this “Imam” was. In Shia ideology, one of the actions every Prophet was 
very concerned about close to his death was for his disciples to follow the “true Imam”, since supposedly 
Imamah has been a priority since the beginning of human existence. From the analysis that was done in 
Chapter Three, it is known that there would be confusion concerning the Imam at the time of Yaqoob’s 
(Alayhi Salaam) death. Additionally, if Shia theology were correct, Yaqoob (Alayhi Salaam) would have 
pointed to his sons who they were to follow in “Imamah” after his death, and clear up the matter for the 
future generation. The contrast between the statement of the Qur’an and Shia ideology was again very clear 
for me. 

Prophet Samuel, Talut, and kings appointed by Allah  

Another example of the dilemma seen among the ranks of the Shias in terms of defending the concept of 
continuous Imamah is with relation with the Qur’anic story of Prophet Samuel, Talut, and the victory of the 
Israelites under Dawud (Alayhi Salaam). Allah starts the narration by saying: 

� �Iَ�َ _ْ.َ&ْا =ُFُ	� z1<ِIَ�ِ ْ3�ُا�Dَ ْإِذ QRَ3>ُ �ِ.ْ&َ �>ِ Nَ�Xِا;َRِْ1 إIِ&َ �>ِ �ِ�َ�ْا Q�َِإ ;َAَ =ْ�ََأ 
َ��Nِ�<ِRَ 1�ِ NْAِ ا�ّ�U) ��ً�ِ>َ �ِ!   

Bethink thee of the leaders of the Children of Israel after Moses, how they said unto a prophet whom they 
had: Set up for us a king and we will fight in Allah's way. (Qur’an 2:246) 

The following commentary provided by Ibn Kathir with respect to Ayah 2:246 is noteworthy, since it 
shows that the Israelites indeed had no Prophets for a certain period of time: 

The Children of Israel remained on the straight path for a period of time after Moses. They then innovated 
in the religion and some of them even worshipped the idols. Yet, there were always Prophets sent among 
them who would command them to work righteous deeds, refrain from doing evil and who would rule them 
according to the commands of the Torah. When they (Israelites) committed the evil that they committed, 
Allah caused their enemies to overwhelm them, and many fatalities fell among them as a consequence. 
Their enemies also captured a great number of them, and took over large areas of their land. Earlier, anyone 
who would fight the Israelites would lose, because they had the Torah and the Tabut, which they inherited 
generation after generation ever since the time of Moses, who spoke to Allah directly. Yet, the Israelites 
kept indulging in misguidance until some king took the Tabut from them during a battle. That king also 
took possession of the Torah, and only a few of the Israelites who memorized it remained. The prophethood 
halted among their various tribes and only a pregnant woman remained of the offspring of Lavi (Levi), in 
whom the prophethood still appeared. Her husband had been killed, so the Israelites kept her in a house so 
that Allah may give her a boy, who would be their Prophet. The woman also kept invoking Allah to grant 



her a boy. Allah heard her pleas and gave her a boy whom she called `Shamwil' meaning `Allah has heard 
my pleas.' Some people said that the boy's name was Sham`un (Simeon), which also has a similar 
meaning.[108] 

The Shia commentary by Ayatullah Mahdi Puya also says a similar thing, although in a more precise form: 

After Musa several prophets were sent to maintain his law (Tawrat), but as time passed, people started 
neglecting the law and took to idolatry. Ultimately a time came when the Jews had no prophet to guide 
them. In those days their enemies from the tribe of Jalut had captured all the land on the Mediterranean 
including Egypt and Palestine. They killed 440 princes and noblemen of Bani Israil and enslaved them. The 
Bani Israil prayed to Allah for a prophet. Allah appointed Samuel as their prophet.[109] 

Going back to the commentary provided by Ayatullah Makarem Shirazi with respect to Verse 32:24, this 
type of occurrence was in agreement with a general pattern: 

When the conditions changed, and people broke up into sects, and fell at variances and wrangling, they lost 

all their dignities, and suffered national annihilation.[110]  

However, the most interesting opinion comes from Tafseer al-Qummi, where it is stipulated that 
Prophethood was in one tribe of the Israelites, while the Kingdom and the Authority were in another house, 
and the two posts were never from the same tribe. This is the reason why the existing leaders of the 

Children of Israel told the Prophet:  ��ً�ِ>َ �Iَ�َ _ْ.َ&ْا (Set up for us a king).[111]  The importance of this 

particular comment is that in such a case, spiritual leadership and political leadership were not in the same 
person during the period of the Israelites before the coming of Talut. This would further put the Imamah 
theory under strain, and would make the question of who was the leader among the Children of Israel a 
moot subject (because such a leader, Prophet or otherwise, could never be the “Imam” as understood in 
Shiaism since he did not possess all leaderships at the same time. Thus, even if Talut had been appointed as 
the “Imam”, there is no way to know who the previous Imam was before him, since Samuel would not be 
an “Imam” using the criteria above). 

Thus, considering the interpretations of this Verse, it is obvious that even Shia scholars contradict the 
ideology that there is an Imam for every time. 

The dilemma of Shias concerning Isa (Alayhi Salaam) and the Imamah up to Muhammad (Salla Allahu 
Alayhi wa Sallam)  

Another important case to ponder upon relates to the time between Isa (Alayhi Salaam) and Muhammad 
(Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam). Even though the Shia belief would lead to the belief that there must have 
been an Imam who was known to all (or at least to the present-day Shias) the reality is that when Allah 
raised Isa (Alayhi Salaam) unto himself, the earth was devoid of a Hujjah. This view was explicitly stated 
by the Shiite scholar Al-Sadooq in his book Kamal Al-Din : 

“The Messiah –as- has several ghaybas were he walked on earth and his people and shia did not know were 
he was, and then he appeared and made Simon ben Hamon his successor, and when Simon died the hujjas 
disappeared after him and the search was strong and the calamity was great such that the religion was 
fading and the rights were lost, and the obligations and sunnahs disappeared and people went right and left 
not distinguishing them from each other and the ghaybah lasted 250 years.”[112]  

Additionally, some of the answers from the Shia side points to the fact that even though the Shias believe 
that there was a Hujjah during this time, they do not have a clear idea as to who he was, and sometimes 
give responses that cannot be true when scrutinized. For example, the following response given by Allamah 
Sayed Muhammad Rizivi[113] about who was the Divine Imam between Jesus (Alayhi Salaam) and 
Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) should be considered: 



Unfortunately, I do not recall any names in our sources among the disciples of Jesus as the guides after 
him. But I believe there must have been some who were true and uncorrupted in their belief in the 
nubuwwat of 'Isa, and who continued to guide others and also foretold the coming of Prophet Muhammad 
(s.a.w.). For example, Salman al-Farsi, in his journey from Zoroastrianism to Christianity to Islam, was 
guided by a Christian holy man who gave him some specific signs to look for in the person of the last 
Messenger of God who he believed was to emerge during their time. And that is how Salman found his 
way to Islam and Prophet Muhammad (s.a.w.).[114] 

Again, no specific name is given as to who was a “Hujjah” or “Imam” for the people before the immediate 
advent of Prophet Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam). From the general rule of the Imami Shia, 
Allamah Rizivi tries to answer the dilemma by stating that “there must have been some who were true and 
uncorrupted in their belief in the nubuwwat of 'Isa, and who continued to guide others and also foretold the 
coming of Prophet Muhammad (s.a.w.)”. Then he proceeds to give the example of Salman al-Farsi and the 
Christian monk. 

The problem with this hypothesis is that people who are “true and uncorrupted in their beliefs” are not 
necessarily Infallible. This is known from the discussion about “unjust persons” in the previous chapter, in 
addition to the fact that even the “holy men” in Shiaism today (such as the Ayatullahs and Allamahs) are 
not seen as “Infallible and Divinely appointed” by the Shia faithful. 

You are the Witness over them…  

The following Ayah is also very relevant when discussing Isa (Alayhi Salaam) and his “Infallible 
successor”: 


1Iِ آ6َIُ أَ(6َ ا�;	Fِ�ْ�َMَ �َ�Dِْ= وَأَ(6َ �َ�ْ	�3َAَ �	��َ�َ =ْFِ��ِ 6ُ>ُْد � وَآ�Fِ0َ =ْFِ�ْ�َMَ 6ُIًُ�ا <	
 �ٌ�Fِ0َ ٍ1ْ0َء �Nُآ Q�َMَ!   

I was a witness of them while I dwelt among them, and when Thou tookest me Thou wast the Watcher over 
them. Thou art Witness over all things. (Qur’an 5:117) 

In the first part of this Ayah, Isa (Alayhi Salaam) says that he was aware of the deeds of the people while 
he was amongst them, while after his ascension, Allah was the only One who knew what the nation was 
doing.  

It is known that Allah is always the watcher and witness over the people’s deeds. However, Isa (Alayhi 
Salaam) mentions himself as the witness amongst the Israelites because he was the Prophet sent to them. It 
is puzzling as to why Isa (Alayhi Salaam) does not mention any “Infallible Imam” as the person who kept 
watch over the Children of Israel after his departure. According to the Shia faith, Isa (Alayhi Salaam) did in 
fact appoint someone to succeed him before he left, yet there is no trace of him neither in this Ayah nor in 
the other Verses (such as 2:252, 19:37, etc.) that mention the problems that arose after Isa’s (Alayhi 
Salaam) ascension. All this throws into doubt the theory that Isa (Alayhi Salaam) appointed an “Infallible 
Imam” to succeed him, and the best that can be supposed is that any successor after Isa (Alayhi Salaam) 
was fallible and not a "Divinely Appointed Imam". 

General Problem Three: Proof for all of humanity?  

In addition to the above, I noticed contradictory and inconsistent remarks from part of the Shia about the 
universal nature of the Imam’s duty. It starts from considering the following Verse: 



�Sَ�ِ&ِ 	�ِ3لٍ إRُ	ر �>ِ �Iَ�ْRَْأَر ��ء وFْ�ََِ�ي  وََ<Kَ�َ �>َ �ُ�ّا� UNِ̂ �ُ�َ =ْFُ�َ �َ��<َ�ُ�ِ �ِ>ِ3ْDَ ِن�
 =ُ���ء وَه3َُ اْ�َ.ِ)�ُ) اْ�َ%ِKَ�َ �>َ!   

And We never sent a messenger save with the language of his folk, that he might make 
(the message) clear for them. Then Allah sendeth whom He will astray, and guideth 
whom He will. He is the Mighty, the Wise. (Qur’an 14:4) 

The mention of sending Messengers in the language of a people may seem as an obvious issue, yet there 
are important lessons to be learned from this Verse: 

1. Allah says that he has never sent a Messenger except in the language of his people.  By deduction, it is 
understood that every Prophet and Messenger prior to the advent of Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa 
Sallam) was sent as a local warner, rather than to the world at large. Consequently, if the Prophet or 
Messenger were to “appoint” an Imam to take over the responsibilities of protecting the religion after his 
death, his scope would also be limited to the local sphere. This is important to observe, since if the 
“Imam’s” responsibility is global as the Shia see it, restricting his scope to a local mission does not 
correspond to his task. 

2. There is an issue that may be raised up about there being multiple Imams at one time. However, in the 
beginning of this work it was noted that the individual who has been granted the Imamah excels every other 
person in every virtue. It is clear that these guidelines would necessarily restrict the Imamah to exactly one 
person for each time frame, even if there are a multitude of Infallible persons.   

3. If it is assumed that indeed there can be multiple Infallible Guides at the same time for a variety of 
places, then this would force us to say that Allah should have appointed, prior to the advent of Muhammad 
(Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam), one Imam or Guide for every single town or village on Earth. This is in 
view of the following reasons: 

a. Allah has clearly said that there has been no nation, save a Prophet has passed through it (at some point 
in its history). 

b. If the Shia idea of necessity for divine preservation of the religion and the obligation of a Messenger to 
appoint a successor is considered, this would mean that every single Messenger left an Imam to protect the 
religion. It would be highly unfair to say that only the Israelites had continuous divine protection of their 
religion (through a continuous line of Imams), while the rest of the world was left on its own. Whether the 
society knew of this Imam is irrelevant for this case since the area of discussion should first focus on the 
existence of the Imam. 

However, this incongruence is not even mentioned or thought of when formulating the theory of Imamah 
by the Imami Shias. There may be an effort to show that certain nations had “Imams” among them, or that 
“large areas” had an “Infallible Imam”, but from the standpoint of how Imamah is designed to work 
universally, this raises more questions than it answers.  

Objections to this view  

There have been some who oppose the idea that the Messenger sent for a people was to accomplish his 
duties only among the people he was sent to. For example, the interpretation by Ayatullah Mahdi Puya 
regarding this Verse says:  

To every people was sent a messenger of Allah who conveyed the divine message to them in their 
language, but it did not restrict his mission to that particular people. Through them it reached all mankind. 



The most distressed area was selected to start the campaign of "guidance unto order through knowledge of 
divine laws'' to put an end to disorder and ignorance prevailing in the society, which also served other such 
areas. As a matter of course the language of the people who were originally addressed had to be used.[115] 

However, this is at most speculation from the Shia scholar’s part. Ayatullah Mahdi Puya goes on to give 
one example, that of Isa (Alayhi Salaam), mentioning that he was sent to the Israelites specifically, “but 
today he is accepted as a universal teacher”. 

Using the example of Isa (Alayhi Salaam) as a universal teacher is incorrect, because his “universal 
teaching” came about solely due to the corruption his original message suffered at the hands of treacherous 
personalities. As many of us Muslims know, the rapid spread of Christianity to all corners of the world 
happened at the expense of the pure teachings of Isa (Alayhi Salaam), as many of the Jewish-based 
practices were cast aside and pagan rituals were introduced in order to gain converts from among the 
Greeks, Romans, and other non-Jewish races. Even today, the Churches sacrifice their main rituals, 
replacing them with more “society-friendly” practices simply in order to attract the local population to the 
Church. 

In addition to this, the more established Shia commentaries do not mention this idea, but rather reinforce 
the notion that the previous Messengers were sent to the specific people only. As a case in point, the 
Tafseer al-Safi quotes a narration wherein Allah tells Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) that 
every Prophet was sent to his people in their language but he (i.e. Muhammad) has been sent “to every red 
and black-skinned person of My Creation”.[116] 

Indeed, this idea is continuously reinforced in the Holy Qur’an, as the Prophets of previous nations are 
often shown intertwined with the people they were sent to, and vicecersa. For example, the Qur’an says: 

�بِ َ<ْ�َ��َ %َiَْ3ْمِ إِْ&َ;اهِ�َ= وِأDََدٍ وََ@ُ�3دَ و�Mََ3ْمِ ُ(3حٍ وDَ =ْFِ�ِ<ْDَ �>ِ �َ�5ِ	ا� ,ُ<َ)َ =ْFِAِ,ْ�َ =ْ�ََأ
 ْ=FُSَ2ُ)َ3اْ أ)ُ��تِ َ�َ�� آَ�نَ ا�ّ�ُ� Fُ�َ�ِlْ�َ�ِْ= وََ�ـِ�� آَIَ��<َ�ْ�&ِ =Fُ�ُRُُر =ْFُ
ْAََتِ أ��َ2ِAَJْ�ُ�ْوَا

lِْ�ُ�3نََ�   

Hath not the fame of those before them reached them - the folk of Noah, A'ad, Thamud, the folk of 
Abraham, the dwellers of Midian and the disasters (which befell them)? Their messengers (from Allah) 
came unto them with proofs (of Allah's Sovereignty). So Allah surely wronged them not, but they did 
wrong themselves. (Qur’an 9:70) 

  أََ� ُ&ْ.ً�ا ��َ.�دٍ 3ْDَمِ ه3ُدٍ

A far removal for A'ad, the folk of Hud! (Qur’an 11:60) 

Dَ ��بَ 3ْDَمَ ُ(3حٍ أَوْ 3ْDَمَ ه3ُدٍ أَوْ وََ�iََأ �>َ Nُdْ�> =�0َِ��1Dِ أَن ُ�ِ?�َ>ُ =ْ�ُ	I>َ;ِOْ�َ �َ ِ3ْم
�ٍ�.ِ<َ&ِ =�ُI�> ٍ3ْمُ 3�ُطDَ ��qٍ�ِ وََ<iَ َ3ْمDَ  

And, O my people! Let not the schism with me cause you to sin so that there befall you that which befell 
the folk of Noah and the folk of Hud, and the folk of Salih; and the folk of Lot are not far off from you. 
(Qur’an 11:89) 

In the cases presented above and in other instances in the Holy Qur’an, it is obvious that there was a 
specific Prophet sent to a given people, whose job was to convey the message to that nation specifically. 
That is why it can be easily deduced that Thamud were the people to whom Salih (Alayhi Salaam) was sent 



to, Hud (Alayhi Salaam) to the people of ‘Ad, Shuaib (Alayhi Salaam) to the Midyan people, Lut (Alayhi 
Salaam) and Ibrahim (Alayhi Salaam) to their respective nations, while the Children of Israel benefited 
from a series of Prophets and Messengers including Musa (Alayhi Salaam), Dawud (Alayhi Salaam), 
Sulayman (Alayhi Salaam), and Isa (Alayhi Salaam). In all these cases prior to the coming of Prophet 
Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam), there is no mention of these Prophets and Messengers 
travelling around the whole world or telling their followers to spread the message to every single corner of 
the globe. The truth is that their mission was limited and even if it reached large stretches of land, it still did 
not have the dimension of universality attached to the final message of Prophet Muhammad (Salla Allahu 
Alayhi wa Sallam). 

Finally, the following comment by Allamah Sayyed Muhammad Rizivi can be quoted in this respect: 

… not all the prophets were sent for the entire mankind. The nubuwwat of Prophet 'Isa (a.s.) was not 
universal; he was not sent for all the people; he was sent only as a nabi for the Israelites. This is also 
confirmed by the statements of Jesus quoted in the present-day New Testament where he says, "I have not 
been sent but to the lost sheep of the house of Israel." Therefore, we see that while the children of Israel 
followed their prophets from the line of Ishãq bin Ibrahim, Ismail bin Ibrahim was sent as a prophet to the 
Arab people.[117] 

Thus, the proper meaning of this Ayah is that all Prophets have been sent to their specific peoples in their 
own language. The assumption from part of the Shias that an Imam has a universal responsibility is deeply 
weakened by the fact that all of the Prophets before Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) had a 
mission for their own people only.  

From these few examples, the objective reader can see that the foundation of the Imamah belief is not based 
on Qur’anic Verses, for there exist Ayahs that essentially contradict the philosophy behind Imamah and the 
pillars upon which it rests. 

General Problem Four: The most knowledgeable?  

One of the criterias of Imamah according to the Shia faith is that the Imam is the person endowed with the 
highest degree of knowledge and wisdom among all the inhabitants of the earth. Thus, no one can excel 
him in any branch of knowledge regardless of the amount of time he may have studied, nor can pass a 
judgement better than his in any case whatsoever.  

In spite of this assertion, there are certain passages in the Qur’an where the question arises as to whether 
the supposed “Infallible Imam” was in reality fulfilling the condition of being the most knowledgeable 
person of his time. The four cases shown below assume that Prophets Musa (Alayhi Salaam), Dawud 
(Alayhi Salaam), and Zakariya (Alayhi Salaam) were the “Imams” when the situation took place. 
Obviously, even this is not known for sure (given the confusion of the Shias in this respect as was 
discussed before). Nonetheless, since this is the assumption Shias work with, it is proper to look at it from 
their viewpoint. 

The case of Musa (Alayhi Salaam) and Khidr 

One of the Qur’anic stories against the Shia concept of Imamah is with respect to the journey of Musa 
(Alayhi Salaam) and his experience with Khidr. The episode is narrated in the Holy Qur’an as follows in 
Surah Al-Kahf (Chapter 18): 

���ً�ْMِ �	)�ُ	� �>ِ Pُ�Iَ�ْ	�Mََو �)َ�ِIMِ �ْ>ِ Tً�َ7َْر Pُ�Iَ�ْAَB ��دَِ(<َMِ �ْ�> ً�ا<ْMَ َ�اLَ3َ�َ  ·   �ُ�َ َل�Dَ
� ��Mُْ�6َ ر0ًُْ�ا	�>ِ �ِ�َ��.َAُ أَن Q�َMَ �َ.ُ<ِ	Aَأ Nَْه QRَ3>ُ ·  	)ِلَ إ�Dَ 1َ.ِ>َ Vَ�Yِ
َSْAَ ��َ �َ



� َ�ْ= pْ%ِAُ ِ&ِ� 4ُْ>ً;ا  · iَْ>ً;ا>َ Q�َMَ ;ُ<ِ?ْAَ mَ�َُْ�   · وَآ	ء ا���
Oُِ�ِ(1 إِن 0ََRَ َل�Dَ
�ِ&ً;ا وََ�� أMَِْ?1 َ�َ� أَْ<ً;اiَ ·   َأ7ُِْ�ث Q	
1 َ�َ�� �Mَ 1Iِ�ْ,َSْAَ 1ْ0َءٍ 7َIِ
َ.ْ<َ	Aلَ َ�ِ̀نِ ا�Dَ


jِْ;قَ   · ً;اَ�َ� ِ<Iُْ� ذِآُْ�ِ �Fَ
َDْ;َ4ََلَ أ�Dَ �FَDَ;َ4َ TِIَ�2ِ	S1�ِ ا� �7َ
	Q إِذَا رَآَِ> ��َ�َYَ)��َ
� إِْ<ً;اaً�ْ0َ 6َaْLِ �ْ�َ�َ �Fَ�َْا  · أَه;ً<ْiَ 1َ.ِ>َ Vَ�Yِ
َSْAَ ��َ �َ	)ِإ NْDَُلَ أََ�ْ= أ�Dَ ·   ��لَ َ�Dَ

Iِ�ِْه;ْAُ ��   · 1 ِ<ْ� أَْ<ِ;ي SْMًُ;اJَAُا5ْ4ِِ(1 ِ&َ�� َ(6ُ�Sِ وََ�>ً��َhُ �7َ
	Q إِذَا َ�ِ�َ� ��َ�َYَ)��َ
�ً;اْU) �aً�ْ0َ 6َaْLِ �ْ�َ	� rٍ2ْ)َ ;ِ�ْjَ&ِ Tً	�ِزَآ �Sً2ْ)َ 6َ�ْ
َDََلَ أ�Dَ �ُ�َ
َ�َ�َ ·   1.ِ>َ Vَ�Yِ
َSْAَ ��َ �َ	)ِإ �َ	� NDَُلَ أََ�ْ= أ�Dَ


َ� iَ·   �Mَْ>ً;ا ُ�ْ,َRَ لَ إِن�Dَ5ْرًاMُ 1�)�ُ	� �>ِ 6َjْ�َ&َ �ْDَ 1Iِ<ْ7ِ�?َAُ ��َ�َ � · 1ْ0َءٍ َ&ْ.َ�هَ
  �Fَ��ِ َ�اLَ3َ�َ �32ُ��َ̂هَُ� � َ�َ,َ&3ْا أَن ُ�Fَ�َْأَه ��َ.َYْ
َRْا Tٍ�َ;ْDَ Nَْأَه ��َAََإِذَا أ Q	
7َ ��َ�َYَ)��َ

�َ 6َaْ0ِ 3ْ�َ َل�Dَ �ُ>َ�Dَ,َ�َ 	��َI�َ َْ�ارًا ُ�ِ;�ُ� أَنLِا;ًLَْأ �ِ�ْ�َMَ َ5ْتwَ	A��لَ ه5ََا ِ�َ;اقُ   · Dَ

M VYِ	iَ �ِ�ْ�َْ>ً;اَSْAَ =ْ�َ �>َ Nِ�ِو,ْ
َ&ِ �َaُ�<)َ,ُRَ �َIِ�ْ&ََ1 وIِ�ْ&َ ·   6ْ)َ��َ�َ TُIَ�2ِ	Sا� �أَ<	

� وَآَ�نَ وَرَاءهُ= <	ِ�Fَ<َ�Mَِأَنْ أ Uآِ�َ� َ�ْ.َ�3�ُنَ 1�ِ اْ�َ>ْ%ِ; َ�َ,رَدت�Sَ�َ�ِ TٍIَ�2ِRَ 	Nُ5ُ4ُ آ,ْ�َ �ٌ
�<ً?ْhَ ·  وَآ2ًُْ;ا �)ً��َjْgُ ��َFُ�َِأَن ُ�ْ;ه �Iَ�Kِwَ�َ �ِ�ْIَ>ِJْ>ُ Pُنَ أََ&3َا��َ��مُ َ�َjُ�ْا � · وَأَ<	

 �� 4َْ�ً;ا <�Iُْ� زَآَ�ةً وَأDََْ;بَ ر7ًُْ��َFُU&َر ��َFُ�َ�ِ<ْ�ُ أَن ��نَ  · َ�َ,رَدَْ(� وَأَ<	� اOِ�َْ�ارُ َ�َ
 �َU&َرَادَ ر,َ�َ �%ً�ِ�iَ �� وَآَ�نَ أَُ&3هَُ��َFُ	� (ٌIَآ �ُ
َ%ْAَ َن�
�َ�ْ�ِ� 1�ِ اْ�َ�TِIَ��ِ وَآَِ�َ �ِ�ْ>َ��َjُ�ِ

ُ� Mَْ� أَْ<ِ;ي ذَِ�َ� ُ�ْ.َ�َ �� آIََ)هَُ�� رTً�َ7َْ <�� ر	&�َ� وََ<Lَ;ِwْ
َSْ�ََو �� أ�0َُ	هَُ�jَ�ُ<ْ�َ ْأَن

=ْ�َ �>َ Nُ�ِو,ْAَ ا;ً<ْiَ �ِ�ْ�َ	M VYِSْAَ !  

Then found they one of Our slaves, unto whom We had given mercy from Us, and had taught him 
knowledge from Our presence. Moses said unto him: May I follow thee, to the end that thou mayst teach 
me right conduct of that which thou hast been taught?  He said: Lo! thou canst not bear with me. How canst 
thou bear with that whereof thou canst not compass any knowledge? He said: Allah willing, thou shalt find 
me patient and I shall not in aught gainsay thee. He said: Well, if thou go with me, ask me not concerning 
aught till I myself make mention of it unto thee. So they twain set out till, when they were in the ship, he 
made a hole therein. (Moses) said: Hast thou made a hole therein to drown the folk thereof? Thou verily 
hast done a dreadful thing. He said: Did I not tell thee that thou couldst not bear with me? (Moses) said: Be 
not wroth with me that I forgot, and be not hard upon me for my fault. So they twain journeyed on till, 
when they met a lad, he slew him. (Moses) said: What! Hast thou slain an innocent soul who hath slain no 
man? Verily thou hast done a horrid thing. He said: Did I not tell thee that thou couldst not bear with me? 
(Moses) said: If I ask thee after this concerning aught, keep not company with me. Thou hast received an 
excuse from me. So they twain journeyed on till, when they came unto the folk of a certain township, they 
asked its folk for food, but they refused to make them guests. And they found therein a wall upon the point 
of falling into ruin, and he repaired it. (Moses) said: If thou hadst wished, thou couldst have taken payment 
for it. He said: This is the parting between thee and me! I will announce unto thee the interpretation of that 
thou couldst not bear with patience. As for the ship, it belonged to poor people working on the river, and I 
wished to mar it, for there was a king behind them who is taking every ship by force. And as for the lad, his 
parents were believers and we feared lest he should oppress them by rebellion and disbelief. And we 
intended that their Lord should change him for them for one better in purity and nearer to mercy. And as for 
the wall, it belonged to two orphan boys in the city, and there was beneath it a treasure belonging to them, 
and their father had been righteous, and thy Lord intended that they should come to their full strength and 
should bring forth their treasure as a mercy from their Lord; and I did it not upon my own command. Such 
is the interpretation of that wherewith thou couldst not bear. (Qur’an 18:65-82)  

Any person who reads these Verses can easily discern the following points: 



1. Musa (Alayhi Salaam) was fully aware that Khidr was more knowledgeable than himself and that Khidr 
occupied a position higher than his own as far as this trip was concerned, as is obvious from Musa’s 
(Alayhi Salaam) statements such as:  

• “May I follow thee, to the end that thou mayst teach me right conduct of that which thou hast been 
taught?” 

• “Allah willing, thou shalt find me patient and I shall not in aught gainsay thee.” 

• “(Moses) said: Be not wroth with me that I forgot, and be not hard upon me for my fault.” 

• “(Moses) said: If I ask thee after this concerning aught, keep not company with me. Thou hast received an 
excuse from me.” 

2. By the same token, Khidr knew that his position in terms of knowledge was higher than Musa’s (Alayhi 
Salaam). The following statements from the part of Khidr are a testimony to this fact: 

• “He said: Lo! thou canst not bear with me. How canst thou bear with that whereof thou canst not compass 
any knowledge?” 

• “He said: Did I not tell thee that thou couldst not bear with me? (twice Khidr says this, with slight 
difference in the original Arabic).” 

The Sunni commentaries clearly relate this difference in levels of knowledge. For example, part of Ibn 
Kathir’s Tafseer in this respect says: 

Musa got up to deliver a speech before the Children of Israel and he was asked, "Who is the most learned 
person among the people'' Musa replied, "I am.'' Allah rebuked him because he did not refer the knowledge 
to Allah. So Allah revealed to him: "At the junction of the two seas there is a servant of Ours who is more 
learned than you.''…[118] 

The Shia interpretation given for this series of Ayahs by Ayatullah Mahdi Puya states: 

In these verses the Qur’an describes the meeting which took place between Musa and a chosen servant of 
Allah, whose name, as per Islamic traditions, was Khizr. Allah told Musa that if he wanted to see a more 
knowledgeable person then he should go to meet him at the place where the two seas come together…  

Musa was the most learned man of his times, but even his wisdom did not comprehend everything. 
Therefore he was commanded by Allah to go in search of Khizr who would impart to him such knowledge 
as even he did not possess…  

…Verses 66 to 77 describe the actions of Khizr, during their onward journey, which baffled Musa and 
forced him to question Khizr inspite of the warning Khizr gave to him in the beginning that he would not 
be able to bear patiently with the events he could not comprehend. In verses 79 to 82 Khizr explains to 
Musa the interpretation of his actions which he could not bear with patience…[119]  

In synthesis, this story goes against the Shia concept of Imamah in its entirety. Thus, it can be said with 
certainty: Musa (Alayhi Salaam) did not fulfil the conditions of Imamah as laid by Imami Shiaism on 
account of not being the most knowledgeable person on Earth. Musa (Alayhi Salaam) can be considered as 
a leader in a general sense, but in the specifics of “Infallible Imamah” there is no manner that he can be 
included in this category, based on the conclusions reached from the above story. 

Musa (Alayhi Salaam), Harun (Alayhi Salaam) and the deviation of the Israelites 



Another story that shakes the foundation of Imamah is the incident involving the deviation of the Children 
of Israel while Musa (Alayhi Salaam) had gone to the Mount at the command of Allah. The Qur’an says in 
this respect: 

�=ْFُ
�لَ َ�� هَ�رُونُ َ<� َ<Iََ.َ� إِذْ رَأَْ�َDَ  3اU�nَ · أََ�َ.َ?6َ�ْ أَْ<ِ;ي �ِ.َ<ِ	
Aَ ��لَ َ�� اْ&َ�  · أَ�	Dَ

1 وََ�� ِ&َ;أ1Rِْ إِ(�6ُ�Kِ4َ 1 أَن 3�ُAَلَ َ�;	1Iِ&َ �َ�ْ&َ 6َDْ إRَِْ;اNَ�Xِ وََ�ْ= ِ�َ%ْ�ِ&ِ 5ْ4ُ,ْAَ �أُم	 َ�

 1�ِ3ْDَ �ْDُ;ْAَ! 

He (Moses) said: O Aaron! What held thee back when thou didst see them gone astray, That thou 
followedst me not? Hast thou then disobeyed my order? He said: O son of my mother! Clutch not my beard 
nor my head! I feared lest thou shouldst say: Thou hast caused division among the Children of Israel, and 
hast not waited for my word. (Qur’an 20:83-94) 

After his return, Musa (Alayhi Salaam) was upset and angry at the Israelites deviation. Musa (Alayhi 
Salaam) wondered whether Harun (Alayhi Salaam) was being disobedient to Musa and let the Israelites in 
their error. Only after Harun’s (Alayhi Salaam) answer is it seen that Musa understood that this had not 
been the case, and started to look into the matter in a different light. If Musa (Alayhi Salaam) was the 
“Infallible Imam”, it is strange that he would not know that Harun (Alayhi Salaam) had really tried to 
prevent the people from doing the sins they committed during Musa’s absence. In this case, not only was 
Harun’s (Alayhi Salaam) knowledge of the true situation greater than Musa’s (Alayhi Salaam), but even the 
Israelites who had committed the acts of idolatry knew what had actually happened in this respect. 

Thus, it is obvious again that Musa (Alayhi Salaam) could not have possibly been the “Imam” during this 
time. It should be noted that I am not criticizing Musa (Alayhi Salaam) in any manner, but it is appropriate 
to see how some of the incidents in the lives of people presumed to be “Imams” by the Shias do not match 
with the theories of Imamah in Shiaism. 

  

The case of Dawud, Sulayman and the sheep 

Another case where the supposed “Infallible Imam” is clearly not the wisest is directly derived from the 
following Verse in the Qur’an: 

� =ْFِ�ِ�ْ%ُ�ِ �	Iُا3ْ�َ�ْمِ وَآ =ُIَhَ �ِ��ِ 6ْKَ2َ)َ ْنِ 1�ِ اْ�َ%ْ;ثِ إِذ��َ��نَ إِذْ َ�ْ%ُ�َ�ْ�َRَُوَدَاوُودَ و 
�لَ  · 0َ�هِِ��َ�<َOِ�ْدَاوُودَ ا Vَ>َ �)َ;ْ	wRََو ��ً�ْMَِو ��ً�ْ7ُ �Iَ�ْAَB �e�ُنَ وَآ��َ�ْ�َRُ ��هَIَ�ْ	F2َ�َ

 �َ��ِMِ��َ �	Iُوَآ ;َ�ْ	Yوَا� �َ%ْ�<Sَ�ُ!  

And remember David and Solomon, when they gave judgment in the matter of the field into which the 
sheep of certain people had strayed by night: We did witness their judgment. To Solomon We inspired the 
(right) understanding of the matter: to each (of them) We gave Judgment and Knowledge; it was Our power 
that made the hills and the birds celebrate Our praises, with David: it was We Who did (all these things). 
(Qur’an 21:78-79) 

 It might seem as an inconsequential issue, but the Verse and the commentaries in this respect cast doubts 
about the doctrine of “Imamah”. For example, the Puya/Ali commentary gives the following interpretation 
for these Verses:  



It is reported that a flock of sheep, on account of the negligence of John the shepherd, got into the 
cultivated field of Elia by night and ate up the plants and fruits. Both of them came to prophet Dawud for 
equitable settlement. Dawud awarded Elia, the owner of the cultivated field, the flock of sheep belonging to 
John in compensation for the loss he suffered. Prophet Sulayman son of Dawud was a mere boy of eleven, 
but he thought of a better decision, where the penalty would better fit the offence. Sulayman's suggestion 
was that John should cultivate Elia's field and return it to Elia when it was fully restored to the condition 
before eaten up by his herd; and in the meantime Elia should take possession of John's sheep and use only 
their milk and wool and return them to John when he gave him back his field duly cultivated. This is 
because Allah is present every where and having witnessed the whole affair He inspired Sulayman to arrive 
at the true judgement. As prophets of Allah neither spoke nor acted except as directed by Allah both the 
decisions were announced as inspired by Allah. The decision of Dawud was based upon the law current at 
that time. Dawud had many sons. It was Allah's will that Sulayman should be given the prophethood. So 
after this case in which the young Sulayman was inspired to announce a new judgement, superseding the 
current law, Dawud, under Allah's command, made Sulayman his heir, and after Dawud, Sulayman was 
appointed by Allah as His prophet.[120] 

Similarly, the commentary by Ayatullah Makarem Shirazi says that while both judgments were just: “Any 
how, that of Solomon was preferred over the judgement of his father.”[121]  

The Sunni commentaries also voice this same line of thinking. The Tafseer by Ibn Kather notes: 

"Grapes which had grown and their bunches were spoiled by the sheep. Dawud (David) ruled that the 
owner of the grapes should keep the sheep. Sulayman (Solomon) said, `Not like this, O Prophet of Allah!' 
[Dawud] said, `How then' [Sulayman] said: `Give the grapes to the owner of the sheep and let him tend 
them until they grow back as they were, and give the sheep to the owner of the grapes and let him benefit 
from them until the grapes have grown back as they were. Then the grapes should be given back to their 
owner, and the sheep should be given back to their owner.'[122] 

From all these opinions, the following points come to the front in this respect: 

1. According to Shia ideology, Dawud (Alayhi Salaam) would have been the "Infallible Imam" of his time. 
How is it possible that he did not know that the appropriate true ruling would involve a new judgement? 

2. How could Sulayman (Alayhi Salaam) supersede his father (the Infallible Imam of the time), while 
Sulayman had not yet become the "Imam of the time"?  

It should be noted that I am not saying Dawud's (Alayhi Salaam) judgement was incorrect. Sulayman's 
(Alayhi Salaam) decision was better suited to the situation, as evidenced by the text of the Qur’an and the 
accompanying commentaries. However, given the specific qualities that any Imam should possess at any 
time, this situation is self-contradictory and inconsistent. Therefore, the only possible conclusion is that 
Infallible Imamah did not exist during Dawud’s (Alayhi Salaam) time either. 

The case of Zakariya (Alayhi Salaam) and the Birth of Yahya (Alayhi Salaam) 

The story of Prophet Zakariya (Alayhi Salaam) and the miraculous birth of his son Yahya (Alayhi Salaam) 
is further proof of the shaky nature behind the doctrine of Imamah. We are supposing again that Zakariyah 
(Alayhi Salaam) is the “Imam of his time” among the children of Israel, since there is no evidence of there 
being any other Prophets or Leaders among the Israelites during this time, nor have the Shias made any 
comments contrary to this hypothesis. 

The specific story of Zakariyah (Alayhi Salaam) is mentioned in the Qur’an twice in detail. For example, In 
Surah Maryam (Chapter 19) Allah says: 



� ��·  ذِآُْ; رTِ�َ7َْ رَ&�َ� Pُ�َ<ْMَ زَآَِ;�	e�2ِ4َ ُ� ِ(َ�اء	دَى رَ&��لَ رَب� إِ(�1 وَهََ�  · إِذْ َ(Dَ
�e��ِ0َ رَب� �َXِ�Mَ�ُ&ِ �ُوََ�ْ= أَآ �وَإِ(�1 6ُ2ْ4ِ اْ�َ�3َا1َ�ِ  · اْ�َ.1�I>ِ =ُlْ وَا0َْ
َ.Nَ ا�;	أْسُ 0َْ�ً>

�e��َِو �ُ�(َ	1�ِ ِ<� � �ْFَ�َ ا;ًDِ�Mَ 1Aَِ6ِ اْ<َ;أ)َ�َ�ِ;ُ@1Iِ وََ�ِ;ثُ ِ<ْ� Bلِ  · ِ<� وَرَا1Xِ وَآَ
�ُ.ْ�َ �e�nَِرَب� ر �ُ�ْ.َLْ3بَ وَا!  

A mention of the mercy of thy Lord unto His servant Zachariah. When he cried unto his Lord a cry in 
secret,  Saying: My Lord! Lo! the bones of me wax feeble and my head is shining with grey hair, and I 
have never been unblest in prayer to Thee, my Lord.  Lo! I fear my kinsfolk after me, since my wife is 
barren. Oh, give me from Thy presence a successor. Who shall inherit of me and inherit (also) of the house 
of Jacob. And make him, my Lord, acceptable (unto Thee). (It was said unto him): O Zachariah! Lo! We 
bring thee tidings of a son whose name is John; we have given the same name to none before (him). He 
said: My Lord! How can I have a son when my wife is barren and I have reached infirm old age? He said: 
So (it will be). Thy Lord saith: It is easy for Me, even as I created thee before, when thou wast naught. 
(Qur’an 19:2-6) 

In this case, it is beyond doubt that Zakariya (Alayhi Salaam) himself is unaware of who was to succeed 
him in Prophethood (or Imamah in the case of Shia reasoning) until he prayed to Allah and the angels gave 
him the glad tidings of Yahya (Alayhi Salaam). Still, even after this declaration from the angels, Zakariya 
(Alayhi Salaam) needed further reassurances that this news was indeed true.  

While this great Prophet is not doing anything contrary to the principles of Prophethood ain Sunnism, if 
seen from a Shia viewpoint, it would seem out of place for Zakariya not to be aware as to who the “next 
Imam” would be, and that the future “Imam” would be none other than his own son. Additionally, his 
prayer to Allah raises all sorts of question marks, since it shows that Zakariyah (Alayhi Salaam) earnestly 
did not know whether there would be a successor to him after his death, let alone from his progeny. 
Considering the supposed continuity of Imamah since the beginning of time, along with the many years 
Zakariyah (Alayhi Salaam) had supposedly held the post of Infallible Imam, the two incongruencies 
described above are alarming to say the very least. Thus, it can be concluded that Zakariyah does not fulfil 
the conditions of an Imam as laid out by Shiism. As a matter of fact, his actions cause us to doubt even 
more the divine nature behind the post of Imamah as presented by the Shia. 

General Problem Five: Prophecies and Imams?  

Sometimes Shias quote passages from the Old Testament of the Bible and interpret them to mean that the 
“12 Imams” had been foretold from the time of previous Prophets. Nonetheless, these passages cannot be 
taken as evidence by the Muslim due to the corruption that has taken place in the Bible throughout the 
centuries.  

What we can take as evidence is the word of the Qur’an. Indeed, there are places in the Qur’an where the 
coming of Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) has been mentioned among the previous Prophets 
and Scriptures, either by an invocation or a directive from the Prophet or Holy Book. It is interesting to 
note that in all these cases there is absolutely no mention of any divinely appointed figures to come after 
him. Looking at each specific case, the startling lack of basis for the Imamah doctrine (as far as the “12 
Imams” are concerned) comes into light.  

Ibrahim and the Dua for the Prophet to come in Land of Makkah  

Reading further after Ayah 2:124, a story is presented that is at the very least puzzling when considering 
the totality of Shia beliefs with respect to Imamah after Prophet Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa 
Sallam): 



� =ُFُ�ُ��.َ�َُو �َAِ��َB =ْFِ�ْ�َMَ 3�ُ
ْ�َ =ْFُIْ�> �ً3Rَُر =ْFِ��ِ _ْ.َ&ْوَا �Iَ	&َر  َT�َ��بَ وَاْ�ِ%ْ
َ�اْ�ِ
 =ُ��!وَُ�َ)آ��Fِْ= إِ(	َ� أَ(6َ ا�َ.ِ)�ُ) ا�َ%ِ   

Lord! And raise up in their midst a messenger from among them who shall recite unto them Thy 
revelations, and shall instruct them in the Scripture and in wisdom and shall make them grow. Lo! Thou, 
only Thou, art the Mighty, Wise. (Qur’an 2:129) 

This Verse is sometimes explained by the Shia as Ibrahim’s (Alayhi Salaam) specific prayer for the land of 
Makkah, while Ayah 2:124 was the one for Imamah in general. However, it seems unbelievable that 
Ibrahim (Alayhi Salaam) and Ismail (Alayhi Salaam) would earnestly pray to Allah for a Prophet to come 
from among the people of Makkah, but would not mention the 12 Imams of the Shia religion to rise up 
from among the line of the Prophet. This is especially perplexing considering that Ali was born in Makkah, 
and according to the Shia narratives, in the same Holy House (i.e. the Ka’aba) that Ibrahim (Alayhi 
Salaam) and Ismail (Alayhi Salaam) were building many centuries back. In addition, this prayer from 
Ibrahim (Alayhi Salaam) and Ismail (Alayhi Salaam) seems awkward in not mentioning the Imams, when, 
in addition to Prophet Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam), the 12 Imams are the best Leaders the 
Universe has ever seen.  

Finally, it must be remembered that according to the Shia view, Ismail (Alayhi Salaam) had absolutely no 
Divinely appointed heritage before the coming of Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) and the “12 
Imams”.  How is it possible that Ismail (Alayhi Salaam) would allude to one of his future offspring who 
would occupy a high rank and position (i.e. Prophet Muhammad, Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) while 
being completely silent about the other “Divine Imams” who would represent Islam until the Day of 
Judgement?  

Isa (Alayhi Salaam) and the coming of Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam)  

Another narrative about the coming of Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) comes from the mouth 
of Prophet Isa (Alayhi Salaam), when he says: 

�لَ QSَ�Mِ اْ&ُ� َ<ْ;َ�َ= َ��Dَ ْوَإِذ  َ��ْ&َ ��َ�� �Dً��?َU> =�� َ&1Iِ إRَِْ;اNَ�Xِ إِ(�1 ر3Rَُلُ ا��	ِ� إَِ�ْ�ُ
!َ�َ�ي	 ِ<َ� ا�
	3ْرَاةِ وَُ<َ>�Kً;ا ِ&َ;3Rُلٍ َ�ْ,1Aِ ِ<� َ&ْ.ِ�ي اRُْ�ُ� أ7ََْ�ُ�    

And (remember) when 'Iesa (Jesus), son of Maryam (Mary), said: "O Children of Israel! I am the 
Messenger of Allah unto you confirming the Taurat [(Torah) which came] before me, and giving glad 
tidings of a Messenger to come after me, whose name shall be Ahmed. (Qur’an 61:6)  

Again, this raises the same questions as the situation of Ibrahim (Alayhi Salaam) and Ismail (Alayhi 
Salaam). Why would Isa (Alayhi Salaam) be so specific when declaring his prophecy to the point of even 
mentioning one of the names of Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam), while he says nothing about 
any of the “Imams” that would come after Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam)? 

Another issue that seems strange (and that was discussed in brief above) is that Isa (Alayhi Salaam) does 
not say in this Verse nor in any other places about which “Infallible Imam” the believing Israelites would 
need to follow immediately after his departure. As a result, the mention of Muhammad (Salla Allahu 
Alayhi wa Sallam) as a Prophet after Isa (Alayhi Salaam) is made, but no mention is made of “Imams” 
after Isa (Alayhi Salaam) or of “Imams” after Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam). All this is 
further proof that the ideology of Imamah is not based on the Holy Qur’an.  

The Unlettered Prophet  



The Qur’an also relates about how the Jewish and Christian peoples had been foretold about the coming of 
Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam). Allah says in the Qur’an: 

� IMَِ�هُْ= 1�ِ ا�
	3ْرَاةِ �&ً3
ُ� ا�	�5َِ� َ�
	ِ>ُ.3نَ ا�;	3Rُلَ ا�I	ِ>1	 اbُ<�1	 ا�	5ِي Oِ�َُ�وَ(ُ� َ<ْ
.ْ�َ�ْ��تِ وَُ�َ%;�مُ وَاِ�ْ(Nِ�Oِ َ�ْ,ُ<ُ;هُ= ِ&<َ��	Yا� =ُFُ�َ UN%ِ�َُو ;ِ�َI�ُ�ْا �ِMَ =ُْه�FَIْ�ََوفِ و;ُ

َ���	3Iُ>َB �َ�5ِاْ ِ&�ِ  =ْFِ�ْ�َMَ 6ْ)َ�FُIْMَ Vَُْ̂= إiَِْ;هُْ= وَاZَhْbَلَ ا�	ِ
1 آَ Fِ�ْ�َMَُ= اXِv<َwَ�َْ_ وََ�
!أُ(ِ)لَ َ<َ.ُ� أُوَْ�ـaَِ� هُُ= اْ�ُ�2ِْ�ُ%3نَ وMََ)	رُوPُ وََ(َ?ُ;وPُ وَاA	َ>ُ.3اْ ا�3UIرَ ا�	5ِيَ    

Those who follow the Messenger-Prophet, the Ummi, whom they find written down with them in the 
Taurat and the Injeel (who) enjoins them good and forbids them evil, and makes lawful to them the good 
things and makes unlawful to them impure things, and removes from them their burden and the shackles 
which were upon them; so (as for) those who believe in him and honor him and help him, and follow the 
light which has been sent down with him, these it is that are the successful. (Qur’an 7:157) 

It is evident from the above Verse that the Qur’an maintains that Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa 
Sallam) was prophesized in the Holy Scriptures such as the Torah and the Injeel. Certainly, the only 
reliable evidence we have about what the Torah and the Injeel said in their uncorrupted form is what the 
Qur’an states about these revelations. It is truly remarkable to note that while the prophecies dealing with 
the coming of Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) are clearly spelled out for all humans to read, 
there is no word whatsoever about other Divine representatives or “Infallible Imams” who would come 
after Muhammad’s (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) demise. 

The real reason for the discrepancies and problems with the “Imamah” of these Prophets is that the Shias 
themselves do not have specific texts confirming when these Prophets became “Imams”, or even that these 
Prophets in fact were “Imams”.  It is more a matter of guessing and working backwards, trying to corral 
certain individuals into specific positions in order to keep the doctrine afloat. However, Allah says: 

� �aً�ْ0َ �$%َ�ْ1 ِ<َ� اIِjْ�ُ ��َ 	�	lا� 	وَإِن !   

lo! a guess can never take the place of the truth. (Qur’an 53:28) 

It was clear from looking into the consequences of some Qur’anic Verses that the “Imamah” of some of the 
Prophets is nothing but a guess, a guess that is readily revealed as such by the careful observer. 

Given these Ayahs of the Qur’an, and the continued issues that kept on rising to the surface time and time 
again, I was bound to ask myself one more time: Is it merely a case of Allah deciding not to put this in the 
Qur’an for mysterious reasons, or is it not in the Qur’an because such “Infallible Imams” simply do not 
exist as such? As the honest researcher will have come to know, the second option is the one closer to 
Islam. 

MUHAMMAD (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) AS 
“IMAM”?  

It has been noted that the belief in Imamah stands on very weak foundations once the Qur’an is opened and 
compared with the Shia ideologies. Another issue of utmost importance in this discussion is this section, 
which tries to discover whether Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) who is accepted as both a 
Nabi and a Rasool (Prophet and Messenger) by Sunnis and Shias, holds the special and specific type of 
Imamah Shias speak of, in light of the Qur’anic Verses. The non-existence of “Imamah” among many of 



the Prophets whom the Shias contend to be Imams was discussed, but the case of Muhammad (Salla Allahu 
Alayhi wa Sallam) is of special significance. 

Shia ideology states that the highest position Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) occupied was in 
his role as an Imam, and not as a Prophet or Messenger (Rasullulah or Nabi-u-llah). Thus, according to the 
Shia, the highest position ever held by any creation of Allah ever is that of “Imam Muhammad”. This is an 
important idea put forward by many Shias, since it changes everything about the way we look at 
Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam).  

Before going through the question of Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) as an “Imam”, it is 
important that we consider the following questions, so that we can realize the obviousness of Muhammad’s 
(Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) Prophethood: 

• During Muhammad's (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) time, how many Muslims who followed 
him were unaware that he was a Prophet of Allah?  

• During this same time, how many disbelievers and enemies of Islam did not know that 
Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) was calling himself a Prophet of Alllah?  

• Even today, is there anyone who knows little about Islam, Muslim or non-Muslim, who does not 
know that Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) claimed that he was a Prophet of Allah?  

The answer to these questions is none. There is not a single person since the advent of Muhammad (Salla 
Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) until now who has gone through Islam as a religion without realizing that he 
claimed to be a Prophet and Messenger of Allah. 

However, the case with Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) as an "Infallible Imam" is quite 
different. Some people may say that it is intuitively obvious that Prophet Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi 
wa Sallam) was the Infallible Imam of the Muslim Ummah. This is a completely wrong statement, and is 
stated by those who think that everyone has Imamah as part of their belief system. The reality is that so-
called “intuitive concepts” vary from nation to nation, so that what seems to be obvious for one religious 
group is completely rejected by another. If belief was truly as intuitive as Muslims see things, there would 
not be a single person on this earth who would believe that God can incarnate in the form of a human. As it 
stands, though, more than half of the world’s population believes in the theory of divine incarnation into a 
human body, something that is readily rejected by the Muslim mind. 

So it is seen that religion is a matter of revelation, not intuitiveness or deep meditation. We as Muslims 
know of Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) as the leader of all Muslims from his time up to the 
Day of Resurrection. But the specifics of his “Infallible Imamah” are very sketchy even according to the 
Shia side. The dogma of Imamah according to Shiaism is too complex for all Muslims to come to this 
conclusion based on common sense alone. 

What is perhaps even more amazing is that while almost all Shia propaganda focuses on showing Ali and 
his progeny as Imams, millions of ordinary Shias live and die with the misconception that Imamah did not 
exist prior to the death of Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam). This is the consequence of the 
Shias constantly mentioning the “12 Imams” as Imams, while largely neglecting Muhammad’s (Salla 
Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) role as “Imam”. Even the alternate name of the Imamiyah sect is the Ithna 
Ashariyah (the Twelvers), a connotation that further blurs Muhammad’s (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) 
supposed position as Imam. Notwithstanding, the top ranks of Shia scholars hold Muhammad (Salla Allahu 
Alayhi wa Sallam) to be an “Imam”, in the same way Ibrahim (Alayhi Salaam), Musa (Alayhi Salaam), Isa 
(Alayhi Salaam) are “Imams”, so the only reason why Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) is held 
as an “Imam” in the traditional scholarly Shia explanations of religion is to maintain the theory of 
“Prophet-Imams”. 

How was Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) addressed?  



It is of extreme importance to note that when any dignitary or official in this world is addressed, he/she is 
referred to by the highest rank that he/she occupies. For example, it is obvious that George W. Bush is a 
politician and leader of the Republican Party in the United States. However, he is never addressed as 
“Politician Bush” by anyone, but always as The President of the United States George W. Bush, or as 
President Bush. The same overall principle can be seen when talking of “President” General Musharraf of 
Pakistan, “Prime Minister” Gordon Brown of Great Britain, and so on with all of the world’s leaders. 

Even among religious scholars and leaders, they are referred to by the highest position they occupy. For 
example, John Paul II was a Cardinal and a Bishop of the Catholic religion, but he was referred to each and 
every single time as “Pope John Paul II”. In Shiaism as well, the Grand Ayatullahs have passed through the 
positions of Mubaligh, Hujattul Islam, and Ayatullah, but they are always referred to as “Grand Ayatullah” 
(Ayatullah al-Uzma) by their peers and followers. If anyone has had experience with close followers of 
these scholars, they will know that referring to Sistani (for example) as a Hujattul Islam will draw very 
heavy criticism from his followers, as they consider it to be a tremendous insult to the rank he has achieved. 

Given this criteria, it is remarkable to note that the Holy Qur’an never addresses Muhammad (Salla Allahu 
Alayhi wa Sallam) as “Oh Imam” or “This Imam”. None of the places where Allah uses the word “Imam” 
directly refers to Prophet Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam).  Even when there is a possibility 
for the Verse to refer to Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) such as in Ayah 36:12, some of the 
Shia commentaries instead try to present the Verse as referring to Ali instead of Muhammad (Salla Allahu 
Alayhi wa Sallam). 

In view of this fact, I believe it is extremely important for us to see how Allah does refer to Muhammad 
(Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) directly in the Qur’an, whether it is when his name is mentioned, or in 
other instances. 

Muhammad referred to by name, any hint of him being an Imam?   

There are five places in the Qur’an where the Prophet (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) is referred to by 
name. Four of them are by the name Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam), while the other is by 
Ahmad. A brief look at them will show that while Allah explicitly says that Muhammad (Salla Allahu 
Alayhi wa Sallam) is indeed His Rasul and Nabi, none of them mention him as an Imam or anything even 
similar to that. Thus, Allah says: 

� NُRُU;ا� �ِ�ِ<ْDَ �>ِ 6ْ�َ4َ �ْDَ ٌ3لRَُر 	إِ� �ٌ	�%َ>ُ �! وََ<   

Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) is no more than a Messenger, and indeed (many) Messengers 
have passed away before him. (Qur’an 3:144) 

� �َ���<ِ	Iا� =َAَ��ْ= وََ�ِ�� ر	3Rُلَ ا��	ِ� و4ََُ�ِ�Lَأ7ٍََ� <�� ر� �� آَ�نَ ُ<َ%�	ٌ� أََ&	> !   

Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) is not the father of any man among you, but he is the 
Messenger of Allah and the last (end) of the Prophets (Qur’an 33:40) 

� �>ِ U$%َ�ْوَه3َُ ا �ٍ	�%َ>ُ Q�َMَ َل�()ُ ��تِ و3Iُ>َBَا ِ&َ�%َ�ِ� وَا�	3Iُ>َB �َ�5ِا وMََِ�3�ُا ا�?	
�Fُ�َْ= ر	&�Fِْ= آَ&َ qَ�َiَْوَأ =ْFِAِ�aَ��Rَ =ْFُIْMَ ;َ	2!   

But those who believe and do righteous good deeds, and believe in that which is sent down to Muhammad 
(Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam), for it is the truth from their Lord, He will expiate from them their sins, 
and will make good their state. (Qur’an 47:2)  



! <Uَ%�	ٌ� ر	3Rُلُ ا��	ِ� �   

Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) is the Messenger of Allah (Qur’an 48:29) 

�لَ QSَ�Mِ اْ&ُ� َ<ْ;َ�َ= َ�� َ&1Iِ إRَِْ;اNَ�Xِ إِ(�1 ر3Rَُلُ ا��	ِ� إَِ��Dَ ْوَإِذ  َ��ْ&َ ��َ�� �Dً��?َU> =�ُ�ْ
!َ�َ�ي	 ِ<َ� ا�
	3ْرَاةِ وَُ<َ>�Kً;ا ِ&َ;3Rُلٍ َ�ْ,1Aِ ِ<� َ&ْ.ِ�ي اRُْ�ُ� أ7ََْ�ُ�    

And (remember) when 'Iesa (Jesus), son of Maryam (Mary), said: "O Children of Israel! I am the 
Messenger of Allah unto you confirming the Taurat [(Torah) which came] before me, and giving glad 
tidings of a Messenger to come after me, whose name shall be Ahmed. (Qur’an 61:6)  

By reading these Verses of the Qur’an, one can immediately gather that Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi 
wa Sallam) is a Prophet of Allah (Rasullulah) and a Nabi. It will not require a specialized commentary for 
any Muslim to understand that in these Verses Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) is being called 
a Prophet of Allah. Even a non-Muslim completely opposed to Islam would accept that Muhammad (Salla 
Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) is referred to as a Prophet and Messenger of Allah in the Qur’an, even though 
he/she will not accept his Prophethood. 

However, none of the Verses above even remotely refers to Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) 
as an Imam. Among Shia scholars as well, none of them has attempted to show that these Ayats refer to 
Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) as an Imam, since the text of the Qur’an is overwhelmingly 
clear in this respect. 

 “Oh Imam”? 

Another issue that should be tackled concerns how Allah addresses Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa 
Sallam) in various parts of the Qur’an. There are certain times in the Qur’an when Allah directly addresses 
Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam), in order to give him a directive, or to advise him on how to 
deal with certain groups of people, etc. While Allah does refer to Muhammad by the words “O Messenger” 
and “O Prophet”, not once is the phrase “O Imam” or even “O Leader” being used to refer to Muhammad 
(Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam). 

Thus, the phrase “Yaa Ayuhaa Nabi” (O Prophet): 

� U1<ِ	Iا� �FَU�َأ ��َ !  

Is used in the following Verses of the Qur’an: 8:64, 8:65, 8:70, 9:73, 33:1, 33:28, 33:45, 33:50, 33:59, 
60:12, 65:1, and 66:1.  

In a similar manner the phrase “Yaa Ayuhaa Rasuul” (O Messenger): 

� ا�;	3Rُلُ �FَU�َأ ��َ !   

is used in Verses 5:41 and 5:67. 

The Verses presented above are not the only times when the Qur’an speaks about Muhammad (Salla Allahu 
Alayhi wa Sallam) specifically. There are a multitude of Verses in the Qur’an where the reader will 
undoubtedly notice that Allah is referring to Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) as His Prophet 
and/or Messenger. The total number of these instances approaches 200 (Muhammad as a Prophet about 170 



times, and Muhammad as Nabi about 30 times). As an example, in Surah At-Tawbah (Chapter 9) alone, it 
can be seen in 33 separate instances that the “Rasool” being referred to is Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi 
wa Sallam), as well as 2 more referring to him as the “Nabi”. All scholars have agreed without much 
argument that in all these instances, the “Rasool” or “Nabi” being referred to is indeed Muhammad (Salla 
Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam).  

Considering the following passage from the Qur’an where a number of Muhammad’s (Salla Allahu Alayhi 
wa Sallam) attributes have been mentioned, a reference to Muhammad's (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) 
“Imamah” cannot be observed either. For example, the Qur’an states: 

�كَ�Iَ�ْRَْأَر �� ا�I	U1<ِ إِ(	FَU�َأ �ً�� إQ�َِ ا��	ِ� ِ&ِ̀ذِْ(ِ� ·  0َ�هًِ�ا وَُ<َ>�Kً;ا وََ(�5ًِ;ا  َ�Mِوَدَا
� <�IِUً;ا Lًا;َRَِآَِ>�ً;ا ·    و ��ًْ̂   !وََ&�Kِ; اْ�ُ��Iِ>ِJَْ� ِ&َ,ن	 Fُ�َ= <�َ� ا��	ِ� َ�

O Prophet! Lo! We have sent thee as a witness and a bringer of good tidings and a warner.  And as a 
summoner unto Allah by His permission, and as a lamp that giveth light.  (Qur’an 33:45-46) 

None of these attributes and titles of the Prophet (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) either by themselves or 
as a group can be taken to mean he was an “Imam” as understood by the Shias. For example, it can be 
derived that being a “Nadhir” and “Bashir” are some of the primary functions of a Prophet and alternative 
ways for Allah to call them (such is the case with many Ayahs of the Qur’an, such as Verse 4:165 which 
was shown before). Being a “ summoner who calls towards Allah” or a “lamp that gives light” are also not 
qualities that would be unique to “Imams” even according to the Shia faith. 

Perhaps the only title that may remotely be connected to “Imam” is “Witness” (Shaahid). Looking at the 
Qur’an, though, it is obvious that the Muslims as a whole have this task of being witnesses (in this case, 
witnesses over humanity)[123]. Allah says in the Qu’ran: 

� ا�	3Iُ>َB �َ�5ِا ارْآَُ.3ا وَاOُRُْ�وا�FَU�َأ ��َ  =ْ�ُ	�.َ�َ ;َ�ْwَ�ْوَاْ�َ.3�ُا ا =ْ� وَاMُْ>ُ�وا رَ&	ُ
  · 2ْAُِ�ُ%3نَ 

 َT	��> ٍ1�ِ ا����ِ� ِ<ْ� 7ََ;ج =ْ�ُ�ْ�َMَ Nَ.َLَ ��آُْ= وََ<<َ
َLْه3َُ ا Pِِد�FَLِ 	$7َ �ِ	هُِ�وا 1�ِ ا���Lََو
�آُُ= اْ�ُ�Nُ<ْDَ �>ِ �َ���ِSْ وَِ�	�Rَ 3َُإِْ&َ;اهِ�َ= ه =ْ��=ْ أَِ&�ُُ�ْ�َMَ ً�ا�Fِ0َ ُ3لRُ	;3نَ ا��1 ه5ََا ِ�َ�ُ


ِ?ُ�3ا ِ&���	ِ� ه3َُ َMْةَ وَا��سِ َ�َ,�Dُِ�3ا ا�?	َ��ةَ و3AُBَا ا�)	آَ	Iا� Q�َMَ َ�اءFَ0ُ 3ُ(3ا�ُAََو
;ُ�?ِ	Iوَِ(ْ.َ= ا� Q�َ3ْ�َ�ْا =َ.ْIِ�َ =ُْآ��َ3ْ>َ!  

O ye who believe! Bow down and prostrate yourselves, and worship your Lord, and do good, that haply ye 
may prosper. And strive for Allah with the endeavour which is His right. He hath chosen you and hath not 
laid upon you in religion any hardship; the faith of your father Abraham (is yours). He hath named you 
Muslims of old time and in this (Scripture), that the messenger may be a witness against you, and that ye 
may be witnesses against mankind. So establish worship, pay the poor-due, and hold fast to Allah. He is 
your Protecting friend. A blessed Patron and a blessed Helper! (Qur’an 22:77-78) 

Therefore, nowhere in the Qur’an is Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) referred to as an “Imam” 
either in a direct or indirect manner. The contrast between Muhammad’s (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) 
supposed position and the treatment of this “rank” in the Qur’an is staggering and cannot be overlooked by 
anyone seeking to discover the true nature of “Imamah”. 



People of the Book, the coming of Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam), and Imamah?  

In the previous section the confusion of the Shias with respect to the “succession of Imams” between Isa 
(Alayhi Salaam) and Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) was discussed. It was also seen that 
between the times of Musa (Alayhi Salaam) and Isa (Alayhi Salaam) there is more than enough evidence to 
prove that Imamah as viewed in Shiaism did not exist during this period either.  

It is important to note that the Ahl-ul-Kitaab (People of the Book) were a people who have been addressed 
particularly in many places of the Qur’an. One of the Ayahs that caught my attention was: 

� �
َ;ةٍ <�َ� ا�;NِRُU أَن 3�ُ3�ُAَاْ َ<ْ�َ Q�َMَ =ْ�ُ�َ �ُ��<َ�ُ �Iَ�ُ3Rَُءآُْ= ر�Lَ �ْDَ ِب�
َ�َ�� أَهNَْ اْ�ِ 
Mَ �ُ�ّوََ(�5ٌِ; وَا� ;ٌ�Kِ&َ =ُءآ�Lَ �ْ�َ�َ ;ٍ�5ِ)َ �ََو ;ٍ�Kِ&َ �>ِ ��ءَ(Lَ ;ٌ��ِDَ ٍ1ْ0َء �Nُآ Q�َ!   

People of the Book! Our Messenger has come to you, making things clear to you, after a 
period with no Messengers, lest you should say, ‘No one came to us bringing good news 
or warning.’ Someone has come to you bringing good news and a warning. Allah has 
power over all things. (Qur’an 5:19) 

Allah also addresses the People of the Book a few Verses before this, saying: 

�بِ�
َ�
ْ= 32ُwْAُنَ ِ<َ� اْ�ُِIُآ ��ْ= آ�dَِ;اً <��	ُ�َ �ُ��<َ�ُ �Iَ�ُ3Rَُءآُْ= ر�Lَ �ْDَ ِب�
َ�َ�� أَهNَْ اْ�ِ  
 �ٌ�<ِU> ٌب�
�ءآُ= <�َ� ا�ّ�ِ� ُ(3رٌ وَآَِLَ �ْDَ ;ٍ�dَِآ �Mَ 32ُ.ْ�ََو!   

O People of the Scripture! Now hath Our messenger come unto you, expounding unto 
you much of that which ye used to hide in the Scripture, and forgiving much. now hath 
come unto you light from Allah and plain Scripture (Qur’an 5:15) 

In both these cases, the Qur’an is talking to the Jews and the Christians, with Allah informing them that a 
Messenger has come to them after a period wherein there were no Messengers, and that “Now” has the 
light come unto them. 

With respect to the “Imamah doctrine”, the researcher is immediately forced to ask the following questions:  

·        Why would Allah mention absence of Messengers if the weight of preserving the 
Message and calling unto Allah actually rests with the Imam?  

·        Why would Allah say that “now” the light has come to them, if supposedly there was 
an Infallible Imam (the light from Allah) living among them even before the advent of 
Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam)? 

 
This Ayah refers to the People of the Book (Jews and Christians) as a whole, thus nullifying the possible 
explanation that certain Christians were following an Imam before the advent of Muhammad (Salla Allahu 
Alayhi wa Sallam). This explanation is null, not only because there is no mention of such an “Imam” in the 
Islamic traditions, but also because the presence or absence of Messengers (i.e. Rasools) is what determines 
the bringing of good news and warnings to a people (as opposed to the Shia ideology, where the Imams are 
presented as the upholders of the religion). 



From these Verses it can also be concluded that the Jews and Christians did not have the concept of 
Imamah in their consciousness, and that Allah did not reprimand them for it. This is of extreme 
consequence, since Allah brings the Jews and Christians to account and reprimands them for a whole array 
of wrong deeds and unjustified inventions they had been steeped into before the coming of Muhammad 
(Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam). Yet, their “neglect of Imamah” is never mentioned anywhere in the 
Qur’an, either directly or indirectly.  
 
  

For those readers who may be unfamiliar with the various actions the Jews and Christians of the past and 
present are blamed for in the Qur’an, the following sins can be given as examples: 

·        Killing the Prophets without just cause by the Jews (Verses 2:60, 3:21) 

· Breaking the treaty taken from them on the Mount by the Jews (Verse 2:83-84). This treaty included 
worshipping Allah, being good to parents, kindred, orphans and the needy, establishing Salah, giving 
Zakah. 

· Exaggerating the position of Isa (Alayhi Salaam) by the Christians and equating him with God (Verses 
5:17, 5:73) 

· Taking the priests and rabbis as Lords in place of Allah by both Jews and Christians (Verse 9:31). 

· The Israelites asking Musa (Alayhi Salaam) to give them an idol-god similar to the one of a nation they 
passed (Verses 7:138-141) 

Of course, there are many more Verses where the misdeeds of the Jews and Christians are mentioned. Only 
a small portion of them has been mentioned here, since the total number of Verses mentioning their stories 
runs into the triple digits. But Allah never blames or reprimands the People of the Book for "failing to 
follow the Divinely Appointed Imam". It is truly amazing that the Qur’an goes to great lengths to recount 
very specific instances of the sins the Jews and Christians had fallen into, stories that may have been 
forgotten over the centuries before the coming of Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam). Yet when it 
comes to the supposedly more important issue of not following the "proper Imam’ the Qur’an says 
absolutely nothing about it. 

If the characteristics of the sincere followers from among the People of the Book were to be enumerated, it 
would be obvious that "belief in Imamah" was not a part of their required faith. For example, the Qur’an 
says: 

�ء )َB �ِ�ّتِ ا���َB َ3�ُن
ْ�َ Tٌ�َXِvDَ Tٌ	>ُبِ أ�
َ�ا��	Nِ�ْ وَهُْ= OُSْ�َُ�ونَ  3Sُ�ْ�َاْ 3َRَاء <�ْ� أَهNِْ اْ�ِ
· ;ِ�َI�ُ�ْا �ِMَ َ3ْنFَIْ�ََوفِ و;ُ.ْ�َ�ْ�3Iُ>ِJْ�ُنَ ِ&��ّ�ِ� وَا3ْ�َ�ْمِ ا{4ِِ; وََ�ْ,ُ<ُ;ونَ ِ&
 �َ�%ِ�ِ��ر3Mُِنَ 1�ِ اwَ�ْْ�َ;اتِ وَأُوَْ�ـaَِ� ِ<َ� ا�?	Sَ�َُ2ْ�ََ.3�ُاْ ِ<ْ� 4َْ�ٍ; َ�َ�� ·و �وََ<
Mَ �ُ�ّوَا� Pُْ2َُ;و�ْ�ُ�َ��ِ	
�ُ�ْ�&ِ =ٌ��ِ  

They are not all alike. Of the People of the Scripture there is a staunch community who recite the 
revelations of Allah in the night season, falling prostrate (before Him). They believe in Allah and the Last 
Day, and enjoin right conduct and forbid indecency, and vie one with another in good works. These are of 
the righteous. And whatever good they do, they will not be denied the meed thereof. Allah is Aware of 
those who ward off (evil). (Qur’an 3:113-115) 



It is seen here that the good people from among the Jews and Christians were not good because they 
"followed the correct Infallible Imams" of their time. Rather, their beliefs and practices are very close to the 
general way that Allah wants a Muslim to believe and behave. This includes the belief in Allah and the Last 
Day, enjoining the good and forbidding the evil. Yet neither in this Verse nor in any other place do are the 
believing Jews and Christians equated with following a non-Prophet divine representative. (It was already 
seen in the discussion of Ayahs 28:5 and 32:24 that the "Imams" in those cases could not possibly be 
Imams as the Shias see it).  

  

Pagans and coming of Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam)… as an Imam? 

  

Muhammad’s (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) coming was obviously witnessed by the Jews and 
Christians of his time. However, the main group to which he was initially sent to was the Pagan Arabs. It is 
noteworthy to point out that there are a number of broad analogies that can be made between the Pagans 
and the People of the Book in terms of showing that Imamah was never preached to them as a concept. For 
example, Allah says about the coming of Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) to his people: 

  

�هُ= <�� (	Dَ ��> ;ٍ�5ِْ>ِ�َ�  أَمْ 3�ُ3�ُ�َنَ اْ�َ
َ;اNْ&َ Pُ ه3َُ اْ�َ%$U ِ<� ر	&�َ� Aََأ �	> �>ً3ْDَ َ5ِرI
ُ�ِ

ُ�ونََFْ�َ =ْFُ	�.َ�َ  

Or say they: He hath invented it? Nay, but it is the Truth from thy Lord, that thou mayst warn a folk to 
whom no warner came before thee, that haply they may walk aright. (Qur’an 32:3) 

and 

  

�3�ُ�ِنَ hَ =ْFُ�َ =ُْؤُه�&َB َأُ(5ِر �	> �>ً3ْDَ َ5ِرI
ُ�ِ  

That thou mayst warn a folk whose fathers were not warned, so they are heedless. (Qur’an 36:6) 

It is seen that as in the case with the Jews and the Christians, Allah affirms that the Makkans had no one 
who had come to them immediately before the coming of Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam). 
Other Ayahs of the Qur’an, like Verse 28:49 which was discussed before, point towards the same general 
idea: The Pagan Arabs had not witnessed the coming of any divine representative immediately before the 
arrival of the Last Prophet (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam). This is all obviously against the Shia 
understanding of Imamah, and the Qur’an is very clear and very specific about these issues. 

  

Not explaining Imamah to the Pagans? 

  



The incongruence between the way Imamah is discussed in Shiaism and the way the Qur’an discusses this 
"doctrine" comes to light most forcefully when looking at the way the Islamic message was delivered to the 
Pagan Arabs. If the Shia viewpoint is viewed as correct for the sake of argument, the belief of Imamah is 
not something that the Arab tribes would be expected to know much about. As had been noted before while 
looking at Ayah 5:19, even the Jews and Christians were at least aware of the weight Messengers (i.e. 
Rasools) had in calling people to the path of Allah, yet they did not have the notion of Imamah in their 
vocabulary. Seen from a rational viewpoint, explaining a belief about which the people are completely 
ignorant about is at the same level as explaining a belief that has been wrongly distorted by the masses.  

For example, the Arabs of the Ignorance Period had all sorts of wrong ideas about the nature of Prophets. 
The Qur’an says: 

  

�مَ وََ�ْ�1Kِ 1�ِ اْ�َ,3َRْاقِ 3ْ�ََ�� أُ(ِ)لَ إَِ�ْ�ِ� َ<َ�ٌ�  .َ	Yا� Nُُ3لِ َ�ْ,آRُ	;لِ ه5ََا ا���3�ُا َ<Dََو
�3نَ َ<َ.ُ� َ(�5ًِ;اُ�َ�َ  

And they say: What aileth this messenger (of Allah) that he eateth food and walketh in the markets? Why is 
not an angel sent down unto him, to be a warner with him. (Qur’an 25:7) 

Thus, the Pagans imagined that the Messenger to be sent to them should be an angel, since they believed 
that a mere human could not be sent as a Messenger by Allah. Similar Verses dealing with the same 
misconception by previous nations are mentioned in other locations, such as Ayah 36:15 and Ayah 54:24. 
To this, the reply is: 

  

� Dَْ>َ�َ� ِ<َ� اْ�ُ�ْ;Rَِ��َ� إِ�	� إِ(	Fُْ= َ�َ�ْ,آ3�ُُ Iَ�ْRَْأَر ��مَ وََ�ْ�3Kُنَ 1�ِ اْ�َ,3َRْاقِ وَ<.َ	Yنَ ا�

TًIَ أAََْ?ِ>ُ;ونَ وَآَ�نَ رَ&Uَ� َ&ِ?�ً;اْ�ِ �ٍ.ْ<َ�ِ =ْ�َُ̂ .ْ&َ �Iَ�ْ.َLََو  

We never sent before thee any messengers but lo! they verily ate food and walked in the markets. And We 
have appointed some of you a test for others: Will ye be steadfast? And thy Lord is ever Seer. (Qur’an 
25:20) 

In addition to this Verse, there are others such as Ayah 21:7-8 and Ayah 6:8-9 that generally give similar 
rebuttals to the ignorant excuses of the Pagan Arabs when Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) 
came to them with the Message from Allah.  

The important part in our discussion relates to the humanity of Messengers sent to different nations having 
been mentioned by Allah in the Holy Qur’an. It may be taken as granted by many Muslims today, but there 
is a considerable chance that an ignorant nation will have conjured up a whole host of ideas about what a 
Messenger is and what he is not. Such was the case with the Pagan Arabs to whom Muhammad (Salla 
Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) was sent. The great length the Qur’an goes into in order to state the truth with 
respect to this false invention is clear for all to see.  

The same type of statements may be seen when many of the other false ideas the Pagan Arabs had are 
considered. This can be seen with respect to a range of issues such as: 

Mentioning that Angels are not females begotten by Allah (Verses 37:149-53)  



Declaring as false the pagan idea that the jinn and Allah were related by kinship (Verse 37:158)  

Stating that the Day of Judgement will come to pass, in spite of the Pagans notion that such an occurrence 
was merely a conjecture (Verses 45:24-37)  

Exposing and correcting the false notions the Pagans had about Cattle (Verses 6:136-144)  

Many Muslims reading about the stories of the pagans during the Period of Ignorance may find some of 
their actions and beliefs hilarious. Nevertheless, there is nothing funny about it at all, since these wrong 
thoughts were serious enough that Allah mentioned each one of them in the Qur’an. Yet, there is no effort 
from part of the Qur’an to explain to these people what an Imam is, what are his qualities, how is an Imam 
tied to every time, why did the Pagans not follow the "true Imams" before the coming of Muhammad (Salla 
Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam), or that Muhammad (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) is an Imam. Any 
reasonable researcher would be amazed at the fact that Allah includes Verses on all the above issues, some 
of which are supposedly lower than Imamah (and certainly not part of the Usool-e-Din in Shiaism), while 
Imamah and its pillars are not dealt with in any manner at all. 

These issues made me think that the "Imamah of Muhammad" was not based on any strong evidence. It 
seemed more like a concept artificially added to the Shia thought because of the "Imamah of the 12 
Imams". The general ignorance of the Muslim Ummah and most Shias about the Prophet’s position as 
"Imam", coupled with the manner in which the coming of the Prophet (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) is 
mentioned in the Qur’an cannot allow any other conclusion for the fair-minded truth-seeker.  

  

CONCLUSION 

  

I started my research on the premise that the Qur’an would be the first and most important text that would 
determine the truth or falsehood of the Imamah doctrine. As I read the Qur’an over and over again, each 
time looking for different aspects in the lives of previous Prophets and Prophet Muhammad (Salla Allahu 
Alayhi wa Sallam), the explanation of the concepts of Prophethood and "Imamah", and the specific usage 
of the words from which the dogmas are formed I reached a definite conclusion. I reasoned that there is no 
way a balanced Muslim could "see Imamah" in the Qur’an the way the Shias have developed this doctrine. 
Considering the nature of Imamah in Shiaism and the fact that it is an encompassing belief that supersedes 
Prophethood in almost every aspect, it is difficult to see a strong emphasis being placed on this dogma from 
the Qur’anic perspective. I saw that there was some mention in the Qur’an of "Imamah" and "Imams" 
among the nations of the past, though in no way could it be tied to Shia ideology. If the dogma of Imamah 
was not strongly stressed in the lifetimes of the past Prophets or during the lifetime of Prophet Muhammad 
(Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam), it is impossible for this doctrine to come out of the blue after the 
Prophet’s (Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam) demise.  

With this truth established, looking into the "Imamah of the 12 Imams" was redundant, just like looking 
into the supposed crucifixion of Jesus when it is known that substitutionary punishment is not a Divine 
Tool of justice. Thus, judging the general legitimacy of the doctrine based on the main Holy Book before 
moving on to other issues was a proper way to find the truth. I look forward to this methodology being used 
by all Sunnis and Shias who wish to step out of the normal spiral of unproductive discussions and judge for 
themselves where the correct faith lies. 

While I was preparing this book, I received news that an acquaintance of mine I had known for some 
months decided to leave Shiaism. Like the brother I mentioned at the beginning of this book, he had read 



about Shiaism deeply. In this case, the brother actually entered the fold of Shiaism and started to learn more 
about his new faith before deciding that Shiaism was not the true form of Islam.  

The thing that struck me the most about his case is that he took a lot of time going through the Ahadeeths 
from both Sunni and Shia sides, and dug deeply into Islamic history and other fields. Indeed, most of his 
queries into the Sunni and Shia faiths centered on historical events and the sciences of Ahadeeth. However, 
when he decided to leave Shiaism after 18 months, he declared that his first reason for converting back to 
Sunnism was that the message of the Qur’an and the message of Shiaism did not go together. The other 
aspects of Shiaism that troubled him did indeed feature in his decision to leave the Shia faith, yet the 
Qur’an’s inconsistency with the tenets of Shiaism was the first reason leading to his decision.  

It is unfortunate that sometimes people do not understand the central relevance of the Qur’an in Islam. 
They see the Holy Book as a revelation shrouded fully in mystery. This is obviously not the case. The 
Qur’an can be used as the primary basis for Muslims to decide the truthfulness of the claims by whichever 
group that claims absolute truth.  

I wish that through this work, it has been established for the well intentioned and sincere researcher that the 
doctrine of Imamah as understood by the Shia faith stands on a very weak footing as far as the Qur’an is 
concerned. The objective analysis of the instances where the word "Imam" is found in the Qur’an does not, 
in any way, advance the Shia belief in this concept. In some instances, a close analysis of the Verse shows 
that many or all of the Shia scholars themselves did not hold these Verses to refer to the Imamah doctrine. 
In other cases, the narrations presented did not agree with the established principles of Shia belief, and 
opened up a number of inconsistencies between the presented narrations and the standard Shia belief in 
Imamah.  

This is marked contrast with the very strong and explicit mention, through literally hundreds of clear 
Qur’anic Ayahs about the Islamic belief in Prophets and Messengers, including the explicit mention of 
many Prophets/Messengers by name, and the statements that these holy personalities were indeed Prophets 
and Messengers of Allah. Additionally, the explicit statements about various characteristics of Prophets and 
Messengers in the Qur’an shows the wide discrepancy between the manners in which the Qur’an uses the 
term Imam, and the way the words Rasool and Nabi are used. 

The objective-minded reader will have been able to note these differences between the way Imamah is 
presented in Shia beliefs and the way it is shown in the Qur’an, as well as the harmony between the 
presentation of the concepts of Nubuwwah and Risalah as one of the pillars of Islamic belief and the 
Qur’an’s agreement in this respect. 

Allah says: 

  

  إِن	 هَـ5َا اْ�ُ�ْ;Bنَ Fْ�ِِ�ي ِ��	ِ
1 ه1َِ أ3َDَْمُ 
 

Lo! this Qur'an guideth unto that which is straightest (Qur’an 17:9) 

I end this work by quoting this Verse from the Holy Qur’an. I pray for the success of the honest seeker in 
his/her quest towards finding the truth. May Allah help those who wish to sincerely find the true faith. 
Ameen.  
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